
        
            
                
            
        

    
#2 The Sleeper of the Ages

by Hans Kneifel

 

Perry Rhodan has discovered a huge space ship, an ark in space, carrying a population of humans who set out on their journey 55,000 years ago, from Earth – Lemurians, the legendary forefathers of mankind.

After the Akon Empire has seized the ark of the stars, Perry Rhodan has to come up with new ways to solve its mystery. A reconstruction of data found on the ark points the way to a sister ship. But Perry Rhodan is too late: That ark has crashed on a planet. Among the survivors, Perry Rhodan finds an unlikely passenger ...
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Prologue

 

Silent Cosmic Thunder

 

The first intelligent being was created many millions of years after the Big Bang: a tiny grain of living, glowing stardust. Uncountable time periods later, as evolution took its first breath, planetesimals and other building blocks of worlds formed from a red-hot chaos of dust and diffuse matter. The star ignited and hurtled particles out into space, where planets cooled in the darkness. On their surfaces, life took on ever more complicated forms and configurations. Tiny particles of solar matter, driven by the solar wind over the planets' early seas and the first forests, congregated like blindly twitching protozoa. They formed the first large organisms that could move freely, and over cosmic-scale time periods they branched out into more complex molecular structures and less vulnerable individuals. During this first long phase of their evolutionary history, they multiplied without restraint and developed into feeling, instinctive beings. Aware of their origin in the sun, they strove to bathe in its light as well as in cosmic radiation.

Meanwhile, on the planet where they developed, evolution brought forth rich flora and fauna in many eon-long stages. Individual branches died out but others conquered the seas and the land, and still others changed over the course of history.

But other than the offspring of the sun, whose medium remained the atmosphere and beyond, far out into energy-rich space, no other intelligences emerged. Movement, finding partners, conception and development of new life, took place in almost complete silence; only the highly sensitive creatures that appeared to consist of pure solar energy could perceive their own faintly audible self-expression. It was a whispering, sub-molecular rustling, much softer than the silvery sounds made by sand grains rubbing against one another in the fiery breath of the desert winds. In the silent world of those who dwelt on the planet, it might have sounded like "menthththiiiath."

 

Individual beings soon collected into groups. In that they resembled young fish that learned to move in protective swarms in the sea, or nectar-sucking birds who descended in thick, humming masses on blooming trees and pollinated thousands of blossoms within moments. A group of the "Menttia" that came together over the breakers of a nameless shore, discovered a natural principle that fascinated the collective individuals: the larger the swarm of single beings, the greater the group's capacity for thought. Within a short time, the single beings and small groups gathered into large swarms whose massed mental ability allowed them to perceive their surroundings, to accurately interpret them, and to recognize and use numbers. The process, which went on for hundreds of thousands of planetary orbits, created differing "clans" between the poles. Above seas, forests, and deserts arose gigantic masses of silently whirling light-beings. Later, they gathered into individual clans, choosing to linger over those areas of the planet that they preferred. They ruled the skies all the way up into that realm in which the planet's reflected light faded out and the distant suns could be discerned. From the instinctive behavior that served nourishment and movement grew the knowledge that every form of energy necessary to sustain life had its own flavor. With ultra-fine subatomic receptors and with infallible precision it could be sensed, absorbed, and assimilated. As the continental plates of their home world drifted apart, thus began a million-year long study, an age of gaining knowledge for many billions of Menttia. When visitors finally landed, the light-beings knew that they were not alone in an apparently boundless universe. The events associated with the strangers' visit were forgotten, becoming seemingly meaningless memories in the collective consciousness; healed scars in the skin of the present. But they were not lost ...

Then, as swift as the light between the stars and as silent as a ghost, a colossal mass approached from the interior of a blue nebula. Many millions of tons accumulated into a cosmic projectile and raced towards the red sun of the Menttia. In the star's distant glow, vague, gigantic outlines began to form out of the darkness of space. A deep cosmic droning began in the vacuum and increased in clarity and loudness over a long period of time. Space seemed to vibrate slowly, like the heartbeat of an eternal being that had been born long before the beginning of time.

Time. The concept of passing time was familiar to all Menttia, but it had always remained of small importance. With the patience with which they observed the cosmos and which had become a part of their existence, they waited for about a hundred day and night cycles of their home planet. Then the Menttia of the Star Sparks sensed that a giant was approaching the Red Sun's gravitational field. In their indistinct perception, the deep cosmic droning grew louder and clearer. The volume of the foreign mass of energy and metal was that of a large asteroid.

From the distortions and changes in the stream of cosmic particles, the Menttia perceived the appearance and might of the giant. One swarm added details that came from memory, and another remembered details that must have come from the general knowledge of such objects; those gifted with imagination embellished their fragments of knowledge with illuminating details. Within a short time, all the planet's Menttia knew that the black projectile was an angular ring that rotated silently and grindingly around a central axis. It was undoubtedly headed towards the system of the Red Sun.

The surface of the ring that was turned to the sun later allowed the Menttia drifting silently in space, like spindles of fire, to make out different irregularities. What they did not recognize, their collective memory filled out: the frames of rectangular hatches; flattened, transparent domes, in which steel protective sections were folded; low, box-like elements in which might be hidden machinery, astronomical devices, or the living quarters of creatures that could not survive unprotected in the vacuum of space. Perhaps weapon systems were also lodged there, with merciless capabilities that could devastate entire planets?

The ring's hull seemed to consist mostly of smooth ferrometal. Like a titanic steel fish that swallowed its tail and drifted slowly from out of the darkest depths of a planetary ocean, the deep black steel ring emerged from the last fringes of the nebula. There the cloud consisted only of stray motes of interstellar dust in a high vacuum. On the outer surface of the metal giant shone apparently random lights of different colors, while various transparent circles, squares, ovals, and rectangles allowed the murky light free passage from within. The giant also collected the cosmic particles that it encountered on its way in an invisible net. Surrounded by the enormous ring, the circular area within, with its invisible hub, was a capture field for neutrinos and anti-neutrinos. The energy that they gave off in their mutual annihilation was absorbed by the machinery and systems that were designed to sustain the inhabitants' lives. There was yet more that the Menttia were unable to make out; vast swarms merged and cautiously shared their first, rudimentary impressions.

The Menttia of the Moons' Realm were alone with their knowledge. In this apparently uninhabited region of space, no organic eye, with or without the aid of instruments, had yet seen that giant moving at nearly the speed of light. Only the subsonic droning became louder, more threatening. As yet no organic brain had even thought of the distant possibility that unknown beings from elsewhere in the Galaxy were heading towards the Red Sun.

Until now it had seemed to the Menttia out of the question that an extinct race from the stars, whose most intelligent and most determined minds had built the approaching metal asteroid cave, would set course through the wall of shadows and haze for a second time. Now they realized in shock that they had fallen victim to an error. Memories of that long-ago era had been passed down through a nearly unimaginable number of centuries and half forgotten. Memories of beings that by now had spread out over at least one of the ancient planets.

The Menttia flitted in ball-like swarms, the size of clouds, through the boundary areas between atmosphere and space. There, they turned their attention to the distant event that was making itself apparent through tiny changes in the cosmic constants. Placid uneventfulness marked most of the lives of this world's inhabitants and assured them of their contemplative existence among the endless wonders and mysteries of Creation. Now though, cosmic energy particles were set in motion, exciting billions of Menttia. It was as though shining stardust began a slow, ominous dance.
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Shock and Depression

 

20 April 1327 New Galactic Era

 

When Denetree hesitantly lifted her head and saw the look on her reflection's face, she gave a start. The surface of the deactivated vidscreen showed the flickering unease in her light blue eyes. They were opened unnaturally wide; for some seventy hours she had been constantly seeing surprising, strange, and disconcerting things onboard the PALENQUE. Unfamiliar sounds and puzzling incidents frightened her, briefly shocking her each time something happened. And when she closed her eyes, she once again saw the death of the desperate Star Seekers. Her friends, in the vacuum of space around the Ship as plainly as though the events were projected in painfully sharp clarity on the inner surface of her eyelids.

Star Seekers ... what a hopeful name! Her brother Venron had suggested it after one of his secret forays into the forbidden areas of the NETHACK ACHTON. It had not been his own creation. He had told her that much, but not where he had found the term.

All of her dreams lay in broken bloody shards. The second in which she had thought she saw the wonderful universe outside the Ship for the first time, stretched out into agonizing catastrophe whenever she remembered it. She had not yet grasped that on board the PALENQUE she had suffered a culture shock that forced her to leap across many centuries of development that were completely unknown to her. She forgot that she was not alone and whispered to herself: "They're all dead. My companions, Mika and the others ... Venron, my brother, the bravest Metach of all. They say threw his own life away."

Barely audible, the words crawled across her lips like centipedes in the fields and hydroponic gardens of the star ark NETHACK ACHTON. As though it had been yesterday, she relived the last few days in the Ship: Venron's attempt to flee, the pursuit of her comrades, and the arrival of the space-traveling strangers who had been her salvation and perhaps might have also saved her friends. Solina Tormas, the Akonian historian, had saved Denetree. When the Akonian fleet took over the NETHACK ACHTON, Solina had used a bit of deception to have her taken aboard the PALENQUE. The bodies of her dead friends, the Star Seekers, were left behind, drifting in the vacuum.

Denetree, she thought. She did not consciously realize that she was struggling to maintain her composure. Danque was just an interlude, a false identity that protected me so I could survive, a woman without a future. And now ... Solina called me a Terran in order to save me ...

But she was a Lemurian, with all her memories and full awareness. She opened her eyes and saw from her reflection in the mirror-like glass surface that tears were running down her pseudo-Terran, light brown skin. She forgot Harriett, who sat silently next to her, and stared into nothingness, wiping away the wet traces of her memory with her sleeve and forced herself to think of something else. Of her brother's legacy, the black data chip that was inserted in the playback device at her fingertips. Of the information that they had so far been able to read from the chip. Of the excitement ...

Her ship, the NETHACK ACHTON, was not the only star ark. There was another, at least one other, the LEMCHA OVIR. So far, the chip had only revealed that one secret—that and the course of the LEMCHA OVIR. Rhodan had explained the course to her in his patient manner: "The course tells us where the ark started from—on Lemur, the old Earth. If, like the ark that you lived on, it has been under way at near light-speed and started out at about the same time, the result is that it has to be in a corridor of about a hundred light-years. And we'll find it. We just need a little patience. And perhaps then we'll find out who built the arks and why ... "

A second Ship! Denetree forced herself to concentrate. "Star of Hope" in the Terrans' language!

And they were already on their way there: the Terrans' PALENQUE and the Akonian LAS-TOOR, the spacesphere with the flattened poles that, so far, Denetree knew only from the control center's holos. The two ships were racing along the LEMCHA OVIR's course, supporting as well as covertly watching each other. The friendship between the two crews was still young and fragile.

Once again, Denetree patiently checked every connection with a hand-sized magnifying glass and the needle of a testing device. Next to her, Harriett said in a voice as calm as the even current of air through the NETHACK ACHTON's ventilation shafts, "Let's start, girl. A second, more intensive round."

"Don't say 'girl' to me," Denetree requested in a thin but firm voice. "There was a time when I was called that. It's over, Harriett. I am Denetree and don't want to be called anything else."

"I didn't know that," Harriett replied with patient self-assurance. "It's all right, Denetree. Let's carry on."

Harriett Hewes, Denetree thought. Weapon systems officer and second pilot of this starship. A starship whose interior seems familiar in many places. Familiar, in a strange way, like Harriett's voice. The familiarity of frequently used, worn-down levers, switches, and fittings. Split seams and leather worn smooth on seat cushions, carefully mended with wide tape. Dirty edges on surfaces that were often touched or handled. Shining bright instruments and high-performance equipment, cleaned down to the bare metal in the places where they were most used.

Harriett repeated her request. Denetree nodded. Power, almost immeasurably slight, flowed once more into the precious data chip. The first data strings silently left the storage cells and became visible on the display screen as jumbled rows of numbers, letters, and symbols. Denetree heard Harriett say, "Very good, Denetree."

The keyboard's touch fields blurred in front of Denetree's eyes. The chip, her brother's last legacy. She missed Venron and could not imagine ever forgetting him, even though she had now reached the place she had longed for all her life: the stars.

Denetree was learning Terran and Intercosmo, since the automatic translator was still unsatisfactorily interpreting her ship's own language, which was a kind of Lemurian dialect.

"Rhodan is online," Harriett said. "He's waiting just as expectantly for more data as all the rest of us."

"It's hard to figure out the code. Although I should know my brother's ... style." Denetree's uncertainty was hardly any less, but she was now getting around the PALENQUE with some degree of skill. She was no longer getting lost in the Terran starship, which had a diameter of only 200 meters—and fifteen main decks' worth of bewildering interior arrangements. Since leaving Maahkora, a brief stopover after the unpleasant encounter with the Akonian fleet, her self-confidence had increased a little. "I can't read anything. I don't see anything familiar. Do you know what I think? I think a stranger input the data, not one of us, which means it couldn't have been Venron."

"We'll be able to read it clearly sooner or later, Denetree. We have something already: proof of the existence of a second ark, its name, and a usable plot of its course." Harriett's voice lay soothingly like balm on Denetree's aching heart. "Haste is unnecessary and spoils the results."

Using tiny contacts as well as much effort and technical wizardry, Kurt Brodbeck, the Chief Engineer, and other crew members had connected the paper-thin chip to the reading device's sensors. The Lemurian chip's shape, size, contacts, and connecting surfaces did not fit the interface format used by the Terran ship.

The reader, built into the console next to the communications center, was connected to the subsyntron that controlled the 200-meter starship's large main computer. With the data chip, Denetree had inadvertently bought herself the right to live on board the PALENQUE along with the Terrans' unlimited good will.

For a minute, Denetree and Harriett observed how the data stream grew stronger and hopefully more meaningful. Denetree had accepted the idea that the world outside the NETHACK ACHTON would be her world in the future. There was no going back. She did not know what to expect, but once she was over her depression she hoped to see cosmic distances, for a view stretching to the horizon such as she had seen to her awe and amazement on the strange dome-covered world of Maahkora. She also longed for the hours in which she could laugh freely and untroubled.

"There's something," she said lowly. "A hint of another coding."

The data solidified. The first comprehensible details about the Lemurian arks appeared on a more clearly organized level of information. Denetree glanced over at Sharita Coho's raised command station and tried to interpret the holodisplay's images quickly and accurately.

 

SYNOPSIS (Logbook of the PALENQUE, Plain Text)

On 4 March 1327 New Galactic Era, a prospecting ship with Perry Rhodan on board had been in the "uninhabited" Ochent Nebula, about 56,000 light-years from the Sol System. While searching for raw materials, rare minerals, and valuable metals, it accidentally detected a strange object that aroused the curiosity of the Terrans. Dark clouds and dust concentrations that shone in the light of large suns and hundreds of thousands of densely packed stars highlighted this sector of space. In this no man's land of the Galaxy, unusually powerful energy streams limited the PALENQUE's freedom of movement.

No man's land. Here ran the never precisely determined boundary between the Blues' and the Akonians' spheres of influence. It was Perry Rhodan's intention to speak with representatives of the Akonians; he was seeking a reconciliation with the old archenemy. Rhodan knew that a catastrophe on a scale never seen before threatened the Galaxy: hyperimpedance. Since he was absolutely certain of the accuracy and importance of his knowledge, his message to the Forum Raglund seemed the ideal way to put aside centuries-old rivalries.

By chance—which cost the crew members of a "crawler" their lives—the PALENQUE stumbled on a generation ship of Lemurian origin that had left Earth more than 50,000 years before. But the Star Ark, as it was soon called, proved to be hotly contested: the LAS-TOOR, an Akonian research ship, encountered the artifact at the same time. The two crews overcame their mutual mistrust and investigated the Star Ark together.

A world filled with wonders awaited them. Ten thousand Lemurians inhabited the ark, existing at a low technological level on a ship plagued by technical failures. Where their voyage was taking them, they did not know. They had forgotten or had never known. Their attitude was shaped by an indescribable fear of the outside universe, as though the reason behind their millennia-long journey was to flee from an unknown enemy.

The old Lemurians did have an archenemy: the Beasts, the ancestors of the Halutians who were now the human race's most loyal friends. The Beasts had devastated Lemur, the old Earth, and destroyed the Lemurian interstellar empire—thousands of years after the ark left on its journey.

The inhabitants of the ark could not have known of the Beasts. If they had chanced to encounter them, they would not have survived. The Beasts tended to give Lemurians short shrift.

And yet ... in the ark, Rhodan and his companions had come across an altar—and the statuette worshipped there was that of a Beast.

Simply impossible.

Equally impossible was the device that the Naahk of the ark had worn around his neck: a cell activator. The commander was immortal.

Mysteries on top of mysteries. Even before Rhodan could make an effort to solve one of them, an Akonian fleet squadron had appeared and seized the ark. The Terrans—and the Akonian scientists—were from that moment on unwelcome. They had been allowed to leave unharmed, but that was all.

The PALENQUE and the LAS-TOOR had met again on the nearby planet Maahkora, united in their defiance to solve the mystery of the ark—which was theirs by right.

And the data chip that Venron had passed on to his sister Denetree showed them the way ...

 

"You're dreaming, Denetree," Harriett said. Denetree turned her head and saw Harriett gather her dark bluish-red strands of hair behind her neck with both hands. "Come back to yourself. Come back to us—you've been in your own little world."

The holoscreen was filled with the formulas, symbols, glyphs, drawings, and blocks of text that the computer was attempting to translate. Denetree turned her face away. The thought of Venron and the other Star Seekers was overwhelming. They had to learn more about the LEMCHA OVIR. Perhaps the ship was in trouble; Denetree still remembered very well the conditions on her own ark. Decay had reached alarming proportions.

She broke off her train of thought and was grateful to Harriett for the patience that she showed her, the unknowing newcomer in the midst of confusing surroundings. Her ability to express herself was limited by her confused assumptions and conflicting feelings. "I can only give you one consolation," Harriett said after a while. "Time will heal your wounds. You are in an unfamiliar environment ... "

"I know I'm a stranger here. And that I'll stay a stranger for a long time." Denetree's fingers came to a stop. Mathematical figures appeared on the monitors. "Everything is new and beautiful here. And comfortable beyond anything I've ever known, and as spacious as in my wildest fantasies. I don't have to exert my muscles in the PALENQUE. Everything is done by machines. Invisible fields carry me from deck to deck. You don't have any thorny protein plants that we have to wring our nourishment from. Even so ... "

As the data chip's information was converted to Terran terminology, checked a second time by the Syntrons, and processed for further analysis, Harriett Hewes heard Denetree's story, repeatedly interrupted by tears.

 

He had not shaved in three days. He wore used prospector overalls from the PALENQUE storeroom with many pockets and a simple shirt. Once he had been called an "instant adapter" because of his ability to adjust successfully to changing circumstances. He was a guest on board and he was adapting, though not at all instantly, to the ship's appearance, which he tentatively termed "charmingly run-down."

No one else heard the soothing, mathematically logical music: wonderful sounds from a time when the world was still thought to be comprehensible. Concerto for 4 harpsichords, strings & continuo in A minor by Johann Sebastian Bach, played on an ultra-harpsichord with Terkonite-steel strings. Earphones on his head, Perry Rhodan lay relaxed in the soft contour chair in his relatively roomy cabin and for a second time went through the data on Denetree's chip.

It was difficult to interpret the gap-filled data and derive more-or-less clear information, even when one—as he did—spoke fluent Lemurian. Moreover, he had two sources of distraction from fruitful consideration. Firstly by the Akonian crew of the LAS-TOOR, whose scientists were hovering over him waiting for success. And secondly, by the complicated relationships of the crew of the PALENQUE's control center. They were apparently a motley bunch thrown together almost at random, consisting of a gang of peculiar but highly motivated individuals. Rhodan privately admired their professional reliability.

"At least we have the course vector—that's the most important thing," murmured Rhodan. His words were drowned out by the metallic tones of the Allegro. Zodiac Gordon, Jr., the twelve-fingered mutant and bard, played the solo part. The music chip was something Rhodan always took with him in his luggage.

He was no wiser even after the third time through. Meanwhile, he had formulated a theory to which some evidence pointed: it appeared as though a non-specialist or a stranger had entered the data during the NETHACK ACHTON's journey.

Rhodan, Denetree, and Sharita Coho, the PALENQUE's commander, had spent some time speculating and discussing the problem. All questions remained open: it was hard to imagine that data from the first ark could point to the voyage of the second! The LEMCHA OVIR had set out only a few years after the NETHACK ACHTON—according to the chip. So how could information about the LEMCHA OVIR have reached the NETHACK ACHTON?

Had the data been entered into the on-board computer by a mysterious visitor? Who could that have been? And if that theory was correct ... what was the purpose of it? After all, the ships—or arks—were supposed to be racing undetectably through space! After much effort, only the name of a second ark could be determined from the data—Star of Hope, translated from Old Lemurian—along with some features of its construction. Was there a third ark? Or even more? Questions and more questions!

That meant Rhodan was unlikely to discover any time soon the reason for the launch of these transports to uncertain destinations, nor the motivation behind this exodus. And as far as his vague suspicions concerning the connection of a Halutian or Beast with the Lemurians went, his conjectures veered off into the realm of the fantastic.

"But one fact remains," he said to himself. "The second ark only set out several years after the first one. Even so ... lots of questions, not very many answers!"

When all was said and done, Rhodan thought, any mystery could be rationally and scientifically explained. Sooner or later, anyway; sometimes it took centuries before an issue was settled completely. Analysis of the chip would still take much time and considerable effort. Rhodan thought for a moment of the beautiful Denetree with her Lemurian pale skin and her desperately sad eyes. She had been torn out of her familiar way of life, which had been difficult and filled with hard work. She had been forced to adjust to a completely different and perhaps frightening environment. He remembered their first meeting, and the look in her eyes that almost literally seized upon him as though he could cure her depression with a smile or a wave of his hand.

"Maybe we'll find the answers on the LEMCHA OVIR," Rhodan said to himself, but somehow he doubted it. Thousands of years of experience had taught him that every answer only led to new questions.

 

As the strings of the Mimas Recreation Orchestra went into the final passages and Bach's music came to an end, Rhodan attempted to formulate a mental picture of the other ship based on the chip data and what he had seen and experienced in the NETHACK ACHTON. There were two possibilities: Either everything could be the same, or it could be completely different.

Once, before Bach's time and even for a couple of centuries afterwards as well, the sight of an ark—or any spaceship of any size, actually—would have made Terrans believe in wonders and marvels. In legendary creatures like ... Only after a moment's thought did the synonyms come to mind: "Leviathan, Zaratan, Behemoth, and Fastitocalon," he murmured and grinned at the mental images, two Biblical, one from mythology, and the fourth out of Tolkien. Whales as big as islands, to which seamen anchored and lit fires on the forested backs. "Dragons, black monsters like crocodiles. Giants that dragged ships and men down to their doom when they dove. A Terran collective memory—perhaps the concepts even originated from the Lemurian legacy. Who knows?"

He told himself that such linguistic speculation was hardly appropriate for the current situation. He took off the headphones and slipped into the soft boots used on-board. He should be in the control center. If he stayed in his cabin too long, the crew were likely to interpret it as deliberately cutting himself off from them, or else as a gesture intended to flaunt his assumed superiority. He clapped the multifunction armband around his wrist, went into the central antigrav shaft, and came out in the main control center.

He greeted Sharita Coho, who regarded his light casual jumpsuit with disdain but without comment. She wore a black, high-necked uniform that seemed more like someone's fantasy of what a starship commander should wear than was in keeping with the laid-back atmosphere of the PALENQUE. The hunt for the second ark had apparently put her in good spirits and she nodded benevolently to Rhodan, despite his poor taste in clothing. The others greeted him without noticeable enthusiasm.

Rhodan sat down in his usual place, the visitor's chair, and looked around. The control center crew's mood seemed to be on an even keel. Denetree, who sat next to Harriett Hewes at the communications console, gave him a long look; she looked helpless and depressed. He smiled encouragingly back at her. Denetree resumed reading the data that was fed to the main Syntron after being evaluated by human eyes.

For several moments, Perry Rhodan occupied himself by observing Denetree's sharply featured Lemurian profile. He saw a young face that promised future exotic beauty. The long braid down her back, which drew her deep chestnut brown hair taut over the ears and which was beginning to come loose in several windings, emphasized her clear-cut features. The chin displayed strength of will. The face with large, light blue eyes was marked by confusion, uncertainty, dreams, uncoordinated thoughts, vague memories, pride, and the powerful will to survive and experience all the sensations and wonders of the Galaxy. Denetree, Rhodan thought, would overcome her past experiences in a few weeks and view her new world from a different standpoint.

While Rhodan studied the hologram over the heads of Alemaheyu and Sharita Coho, Eniva ta Drorar entered the control center. The Akonian "hostage" on board the PALENQUE towered over many of the 50-member crew by a head, her height just eight centimeters short of two meters. She consciously moved through the functional atmosphere of the ship with the dazzling extravagance of a colorful synthesis of all the arts.

Eniva ta Drorar was a beautiful woman. Wherever she appeared, it seemed to the crew as though her immediate surroundings were lit up by spotlights. She was followed by looks that were baffled and admiring, or better still, amazed. She was well aware that she, to put it mildly, emanated the arrogant allure of a Vakt'son, an Akonian noble, but she was not playing a part: she was one.

She also seemed thoroughly aware that it was thanks to the prospectors' casual approach that the relationship between Akonians and Terrans had relaxed. Casual in this case did not mean careless; permission to come on the bridge could be withdrawn at any moment. She gave Alemaheyu, the curly-haired communications officer, an encouraging glance. In the tightly-knit community of the ship it had not stayed a secret: Eniva ta Drorar had allowed Alemaheyu to cherish certain hopes. Justifiably? Rhodan thought and shrugged. We'll see. Exchanging an almost virtual kiss with Alemaheyu isn't exactly a declaration of love!

She approached Denetree and Harriett, had a seat extended, and sat down. She turned her head; Alemaheyu winked back and adjusted his headband. Eniva's shoulder-length hair, shaped by tiny antigrav fields, arranged itself flat over her ears. Now she seemed to Rhodan like an incredibly competent, concentrated computer expert despite the yellow, black-embroidered peasant blouse.

"Well, sisters in the Problem Center," she said in perfect, if overly deliberate Intercosmo, "how do things stand in the knowledge race?"

"Undecided. One to one," Harriett replied and pointed to the display screens and holo-projectors. Tens of thousands of numbers appearing in the holos disappeared, regrouped and then disappeared again, allowing obvious holes in the data to be seen. "We know practically only one thing for certain. We're heading in what you might call mini-jumps to a point that is possibly less boring than all the others."

"Some certainty!" grumbled Omer Driscoll, the hyperdetection specialist.

Over the following minutes, nothing significant changed. The PALENQUE had left hyperspace some time before, and the crew took the ship's bearings and recorded star images for this part of the Ochent Nebula. The commanders of the PALENQUE and the LAS-TOOR had not yet agreed on the length of the next jump. Of course, it would have been more efficient if the two ships had been searching separately and compared results over hypercom, but the distrust between Terrans and Akonians was still too great, even though no one was willing to say so out loud.

 

Jump followed jump. A strange mood settled over the PALENQUE's bridge: a mixture of tension and boredom. Only a skeleton crew remained in the control center; under the leadership of Pearl Laneaux, the first officer. Most of the rest of the crew were busy re-fitting the ship's crawlers, converting the flying laboratories into autonomously operating units. Rhodan suspected that this did not happen entirely voluntarily. A complicated relationship existed between Sharita Coho and her first officer, which, in the last few days, had been strained when Pearl Laneaux had been right a few too many times.

Alemaheyu used the time to talk to Coho and Rhodan about the mysterious hypercom signal that he had stumbled across while checking through the PALENQUE's log files.

"Here." The com officer pointed to a graph floating in a holo in front of the three. "The spike is obvious. A hypercom impulse. Its origin is the NETHACK ACHTON."

Coho gave him a skeptical look. "No doubt?"

"No doubt," Alemaheyu replied. He stiffened involuntarily; the commander had wounded his professional pride. "As a communications specialist I know my job."

"But you're aware that this com signal is simply impossible," Rhodan put in. "The ark is a low-tech artifact. We didn't find even a trace of five-dimensional technology anywhere on board—and hypercom is based on five-D tech."

"I know, I know ... but the data is unmistakable. A strong, unmodulated hypercom signal came from the NETHACK ACHTON."

They were silent for several moments. The PALENQUE completed another ultra-light jump. Driscol went to work, scanning the surrounding space. The NETHACK ACHTON had been equipped with an almost perfect shield against hyperdetection. Driscol had isolated the faint echo that remained and provided it to the Syntron. The result was that the hyperdetector was not searching for a kilometers-long spaceship but for a faint energy signature.

Driscol was bent over his console. When he noticed the expectant looks from Rhodan and the commander, he shook his head. "Nothing." Coho gave the order to return to hyperspace.

"The time of that signal ... " Rhodan wrinkled his forehead. "Am I mistaken, or was it broadcast at about the same moment when we and the Akonians entered the ark?"

Alemaheyu called up some data, then nodded. "Yes, you're right!"

"What could that mean?" Coho asked, thinking out loud. "A coincidence?"

"Improbable," Rhodan said. "Just about impossible. It seems to me more likely that we triggered an automatic response. An alarm system."

"As soon as strangers enter the ark ... that fits in with the fear of the outside world that plagues the ark's inhabitants!"

"It does. But that doesn't explain the five-D technology. And besides, there's still the question of who the signal's intended recipient was."

"Could it have been a cry for help?"

"Help from whom? Who could run to the aid of a starship that's wrapped in a hyperdetection screen and moving through space at very nearly lightspeed—and has been for more than 50,000 years?"

Alemaheyu stroked his curly mane. "The signal could have made sense once, after the ship set out. That was a long time ago, but the automatic system could still have been operating ... "

The PALENQUE slipped back into normal space. Driscol bent over his console. Then he straightened up. "You'd better take a look at this!"
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The Ark LEMCHA OVIR

 

The multi-colored mosaic of vidscreens glowed with blocks of data, orbital elements and planets and moons projected as spheres, showing what awaited those aboard the Ship. Star Seeker Atubur Nutai had known for a long time that the colossal undertaking was inexorably nearing its end. Going into orbit and making a stopover, was unavoidable. If it was possible to guide the OVIR safely into an orbit, he and his one thousand Sworn Defenders could feel happy and thank the Keeper on their knees.

The command center of the LEMCHA OVIR and Nutai's residential cabin, along with a ring-shaped supply and survival module, were in a large, rotating, magnetically isolated cylinder. Its forward end was a transparent hemisphere ten meters in diameter. With its external blinds open, the view through the dome showed the same image as the battery of screens, but in completely different colors and forms. A weak protective field was formed over the dome using the neutrino-capture nets of the paired-particle annihilator, preventing cosmic particles and micrometeorites from penetrating; it was the only such screen on the Ship.

The requirements of rotation and gravity allowed the area of Ship Quadrant North-White to be safely entered or exited only every 49 seconds. The command section's cylindrical steel body rotated once in that time period in a direction opposite that of the ark. "Down" always stayed "down." All communication channels operated on the basis of radio waves, infra-red, and positronic technology; power was supplied by a slip-ring system. Oxygen-rich air, produced by oasis plants, came into the cabin from thousands of tiny jets.

"Can the red shift be neutralized?"

"I am working on it," the Network stated half audibly. "In three hours I will be provided with sufficient information."

Atubur Nutai listened and pointed to the pictograms. He lay relaxed in the commander's contour couch and enjoyed the silence and the Sarder fluid that nourished him intravenously. The serum was pumped through thin tubes into his circulatory system, prickling his cells, stimulating his brain, and filling him with exhilaration as his heart beat more strongly. His last Medrovir treatment lay too many years in the past.

There was no relaxation yet, no time for Chibis-Nydele: decisions critical for survival had to be made. For some minutes, Atubur Nutai stared at the bright, blue-violet shining star that lay about two light-months ahead. The red shift had colored all the stars in the direction of flight blue-violet by displacing their light into the ultra-violet range. The starlight would be shifted back to the opposite half of the spectrum during deceleration and eventually show the correct colors and values; the Ship's computer supplied the vidscreens with the actual values currently being registered.

Finally, the gaunt, extremely old Lemurian decided to do something. It was as though he was recovering with difficulty from a spell of paralyzing weakness. He laid his hand on the cell activator's red-pulsing decorative casing, removed the mouth of the fluid supply from the valve attached to one of his arteries, took a deep breath, and waited until a microphone had swung in front of his mouth. His brown, spidery fingers typed on the glimmering surfaces on the armrest. Then, with methodic slowness, he flipped a series of bulky switches into their opposite positions.

He began to speak. In all the cabins, corridors, and gardens, in every room where air circulated, his deep, hoarse voice could be heard.

"This is Star Seeker Nutai. I am speaking to the crew of the Ship. To everyone, including the sick ones who can still understand me. The Council met a few hours ago. We have agreed that without unanimous and determined action, our united community will cease to exist in a few decades."

Although the heavy shielding, scarred by the impacts of cosmic particles, slid tortuously slowly away from the propulsion openings, the rotating steel body was shaken by a long, drawn-out cracking and echoing rumble. Every Sleeper was torn out of his dreams, every sick man or woman forgot their nightmares. Atubur Nutai did not need to mention the Gebrest, the illness that had literally decimated the ship's Lemurians. The crew that had initially come on board had numbered 10,000 members; now, only a thousand still lived in the "Star of Hope." Many of them were ill, and of the few children half of them were born deformed; after a short, agonizing life, they died silently, their bodies wasted away.

"For two generations, only about five-hundred men and women have lived in the LEMCHA OVIR. Our Be'ketren, who possess the stable health and the para-abilities that our tiny protective shields and the neutrino systems need."

For this reason, the Commander and the Councils, the chosen elders of the previous and current generations, made a far-reaching decision: the four Quadrants were separated from each other with air-tight bulkheads and made independent in terms of energy supply. Entering the sealed-off sections was strictly forbidden. About 250 Lemcharoy-Lemurians lived and worked in each quarter of the ringship.

Nutai straightened up; a portion of his seatback tipped forward with a slight humming. After taking a deep breath, he continued.

"The Council has requested that I initiate all procedures that lead to a landing. Before us lies a star system with eleven planets. There our ship will find a temporary resting place, a stable orbit. We all hope that it will be a beneficial stopover in a healthy environment. I have just now commenced the deceleration procedure."

With an effort, he stood up and smoothed his white suit as though he had to appear well-dressed before the crew. The feather-light material went slack, then adhered to his body. The microphone disengaged itself from its holder and floated in front of his face as he reached for the Huccar machine and selected his drink.

"Our inertial absorbers will enable a braking maneuver that will take forty-five days," the Star Seeker said. He had the choice between useless, frantic scurrying and carefully measured activity that did not cause any additional damage. This he had learned in his long life. "In order to protect each inhabitant as thoroughly as possible, I ask the commanders and crews of the landing shuttles to prepare the auxiliary craft for departure and to activate all safety systems. We have discussed every detail for years. Each of us knows precisely what is to be done."

Moreover, the relevant programs were stored in the Network and could be called up locally and individually.

Hot liquid, fortified with strengthening, sweetening, and mineral-rich ingredients, hissed and bubbled from three nozzles into the large cup. Atubur Nutai swallowed deeply, tensed his muscles, and listened to the silence of the command module. He chose his next words with even greater care.

"During the long voyage of our starship and because of the mysterious Gebrest, and equally so due to the mutations that have changed us, our capacity for para-abilities has been limited. We will therefore have some difficulties with stabilizing the impact shield, which means we must forego the anti-detection screen for the duration of the approach to our destination. The protective plates in front of the outer hull at the bow will continue to protect us from particles of any size."

The Naahk's voice resounded through the ship's ten decks, through the great halls and all the cabins, through air-supplied hangars and machinery complexes with variously colored walls, beams, pillars, and decks. Everyone on board would give his words added meaning that had more to do with unconditional faith than explicable facts.

Nutai felt the molecules in his fortifying drink spreading through his body; a brief and fleeting flow of energy that reached into the smallest cell. He closed his address with a sentence that he was well aware was questionable.

"After the landing by the shuttles, after a phase of recuperation for us all, we will take off again in our waiting ship. Forget your secret and open fears! I, Naahk Nutai, am taking care of everything. Even if over the course of time a portion of our knowledge has been lost, I assure you that we will be able to remain invisible and undiscovered."

He moved two fingers in a casual gesture. The microphone switched off and floated back to its original position. Nutai let himself sink heavily back into the seat, feeling exhaustion in all his joints and weakness in all his muscles. He was too old and felt deep within himself the gnawing of an illness that no one could treat. Not even Medrovir, the wonder-working ovoid that had last opened for him eighteen years before. Perhaps he would survive if he and Chibis-Nydele were taken down to the planet's surface. But the cell activator would not let him die; not before his ship was circling Mentack Nutai in a stable orbit.

The immortal closed his eyes and breathed heavily. For many long generations he had kept and protected all the secrets and mysteries of the ship. He himself was a living example of its success. But since the Gebrest had spread and begun to kill off the crew, since the Commander and the Councils had realized the hopelessness of the mission, an obstacle had appeared in the ship's path: a mental wall, an insurmountable barrier. This was the point at which continuing the voyage and remaining hidden became meaningless, and even fatal.

Atubur Nutai had experienced so endlessly much. Too much to remember it all, but enough to know when it was too late. His decision was as firmly set as the goal; events could no longer be stopped.

The time until then would be filled with terror. At least for him. He was familiar with almost every form of terror. He opened his eyes and stared at the stars, shining in their false colors.

 

" ... and undiscovered!" The echo of the voice was lost in the metallic depths of the rectangular oasis beneath the turned-off sunlamps. Fan blades that were twice the length of a man turned slowly. Every leaf on every tree converted carbon dioxide into oxygen. Nocturnal insects, whose nests clung to the massive gray deck support beams, pollenized pale blossoms that had opened aromatically in the light from the artificial moons.

"So the Immortal has begun the braking maneuver. Naahk Nutai knows that the OVIR needs nothing more than good sunlight, pure air, and a long rest. Just like all of us." Kalymel did not trust his own words. His fingertips brushed over Rasturi's shining cheek. The thin chitinous layer felt warm and smooth under the touch, but growing desire could dampen Kalymel's panic for only a few moments; deep within him, he hoped that passion would drive away the fear. "The decision to land was justified."

"That's long been generally agreed," Rasturi replied, listening to the whirring wingbeats of the Hummers. "You're a shuttle pilot. That means there's work for you to do."

"I'll begin at daychange by inspecting every last bolt on the OVIR EDANA."

They lay on the moss among the roots of the low trees. All plants exhaled oxygen; an hour before, the rain-spray had fallen in this part of the hydroponic section. It smelled of damp woods and of the blossoms that shone like the skin of the Kebroid mutants in the half-darkness. Steel walls and the sky of an upper deck enveloped the plants and the Lemurians.

"Do you think that all the shuttles will be ready?"

"I'll know for certain in two or three days,."

Kalymel's and Rasturi's cabins lay in the ship's South-Green quadrant. Almost half the cabins had been unoccupied for a long time and served as storage or additional sleeping rooms. For years, even decades for some, many cabins had been cut off from the air, water, sewage, and information connections. They had been sealed so that the mass of continuously refreshened air was distributed only to the thousand or so people on board.

Kalymel was maintenance technon, pilot, and Tenoy—his position as a guardian offered hardly any advantages and little recognition. He and his companion were responsible for the precisely adjusted balance of the oasis, as well as for the troughs in which berries, mushrooms, and vegetables grew, and the lawns that covered the floors of the corridors and intersections. There was a secret that only Kalymel knew about and he concealed it, along with his terror, behind his efficiency, which no one questioned. He loved Rasturi, and so he had not confided in her his deep, unabating fear or his difficulties in his search for the truth. Smiling, he looked into her large, moist eyes.

"You are so beautiful," he whispered. "Here we are in a safe environment. What will the alien planet do to us?"

"Don't worry about it, dearest." Her voice radiated unconditional faith in him and the safety of the ark. "Everything will be lovelier, freer, and easier."

"By the Keeper," he murmured. "Let's hope you're right."

Before beginning their love play, all the gauges, instruments, and indicators had been read and compared with each other, and the readings recorded—everything was the way it should be. As it had been for many generations. Kalymel was proud that literally no one doubted his absolute reliability.

On a small table, among glass vials, a pitcher, soil samples, plastic cups, and various mushroom cultures, a little flame flickered. A wick of an oil-saturated Jakulent-plant core rose from a bowl filled with brown vegetable fat. Few open flames that burned oxygen were permitted during this cycle, but the indicators on all the oxygen tanks stood at "Full." Pale white humus beetles crawled around near the light. Rasturi reached for a branch and held it high, then with quick movements she removed her clothing. The thin fabric curled around her bare feet.

Kalymel looked longingly at her slender body. He and Rasturi had had long-term contraceptives implanted three years before because of the risk of bringing a sick or strangely mutated child into this world of metal. Although he knew every centimeter of her skin, he gazed at her with undisguised admiration. His thoughts were quickly distracted and after that they no longer dwelled on his fear of the future.

The left half of her hairless head consisted of golden brown chitin down to the chin. Thumb-sized scales covered her left shoulder and upper arm; finger and toenails shimmered white, as they also consisted of the same exotic substance. Tiny silver particles sparkled in the skin of her full breasts. Rasturi and Kalymel were healthy mutations, and like many of their kind, they thought of themselves as Positive Muties. They comprised about a third of all the survivors. The probability of bringing negative mutations into the world was frighteningly high.

Kalymel pulled his trousers down over his knees and took his companion's hand. A muffled noise resounded from the decks above and below the oasis; the covers of the inertial absorbers were opening and moving to the sides.

"Come, beautiful one," he said. The twitching reflection of the fat-oil flame made the snake-scale skin of his elbows, knees, and chestplate shimmer in several colors. They could have made love in their cabins, but now and then they appreciated romantic variations. Glowing pictures from the History Net appeared in front of their closed eyes. "Let's imagine again that we're making love under the open sky on a beach of yellow sand, in the cool foam of the surf."

She stretched out next to him and awaited his touch. As they sank into a long, deep kiss and began to caress each other, they dreamed themselves away from their usual surroundings into a world that they knew only from descriptions and pictures. The reality would be stranger—and possibly more beautiful—than their fantasy would allow.

"Make me happy," Rasturi whispered and held him by his shoulders. Her fingernails ran along the scales of his snake-like skin. "Who knows how much time we have left?"

Kalymel made an effort to increase Rasturi's pleasure. He was glad that his arousal let him forget his surroundings. A Hummer buzzed over him, a blossom fell silently onto the moss.

Their bodies melted together. From the brown skin, between the scales and under the chitin, oozed the sweet perspiration of pleasure. The gasping, the passionate groaning, and finally Rasturi's low, sharp cries faded into the twilight of the oasis. Some flower tendrils began to sway as several twittering Hummers suddenly flew up from them. Pollen drizzled down on moist leaves.

As Kalymel sank back into the moss, he looked from the shimmer of the flame to Rasturi's throat and breasts, then back to the tiny light. For a long moment he thought he was seeing the star around which circled the planet that was Atubur Nutai's destination.

He leaned against the oxygen moss on the tree trunk. "Many dozens of generations knew and know only the world of the Ship," he said lowly, more to himself than to Rasturi. "That planet and us—we have only breathable air and gravity in common. In the LEMCHA OVIR there is safety."

Rasturi silently filled the cups with black berrywine. She gave one to Kalymel and looked into his eyes. In her gaze, he read doubt and uncertain fear, the same that he had hid from her during the last hour.

"Surely you won't land your shuttle on an unsafe planet, Kalymel."

"When we leave our steel cocoon for the first time ... No matter how vivid they are, no descriptions or pictures can replace the reality. The new home will be unimaginably strange, Rasturi."

"We will adjust to it, just as our ancestors did when they followed the call of the Legendor into the Ship," she replied hopefully.

The planet? he thought sleepily. Probably filled with deadly dangers. Spores in the air, germs and bacteria in the ground, poisonous small animals and murderous giant beasts. Natives that will injure and kill us.

Kalymel's tiredness increased. His thoughts grew ragged. For the Lemcharoys, the feeling of absolute security had not grown any less since the beginning of the voyage. Even so, the protection of a metal cave filled with life was apparently not enough to withstand the dangers that had mounted up over the long years, and it had begun to fail.

Our dreams are becoming nightmares, Kalymel thought. Within the metal universe of the Ship, composed of familiar routines, secrets, and firmly controlled technology, an alarming fissure had opened up. It would spread during the time between now and the landing.

After the passion had faded away and he yawningly began to feel the alcohol, he realized: We are afraid even before taking the first step on the planet. Any unknown world will kill many of the Ship's inhabitants.

The crew members learned their theoretical knowledge of future settlement worlds very early and just as thoroughly as their studies of technology and the care of oxygen plants. At the same time, the inhabitants asked themselves as Kalymel did now: Before this, there had been no announced destination. Was the chosen planet such that Lemurians could settle on it? Or was this an emergency situation that the Naahk had concealed from the Lemcharoys? Perhaps it was still too early and the voyage would actually have to resume? We have more than enough food and oxygen! We know from the Net data that there are worlds without air or with surfaces that resemble the insides of volcanoes. There are others with poisonous, corrosive, or contaminated atmospheres, icebound worlds, and some filled with invisible ghosts that suck alien life dry.

Before Kalymel fell asleep, he felt Rasturi lay her arm around his shoulders and drink. What he really thought, he did not want to say—and dared not. His occasional forays in the down-gravity direction to his secret did not concern Rasturi; knowledge of it would make her an equally guilty party.

Do I know if the Naahk can start the OVIR again? I am afraid that the emptiness of the planet will end our love. Every path that we cannot take together leads us apart and to—where? Many have lost their para-abilities ... will we lose our own selves on the planet?

Kalymel abruptly opened his eyes and smiled. Rasturi bent over him, kissed his throat, and stood up. With a few motions of her hands, she put her clothes on. As she let the shirt slide over her head and shoulders, Kalymel gained control of his confused thoughts once more. The long deceleration phase offered enough time to consider everything carefully and react properly. Kalymel, technical specialist, decided to take time to think things through.

 

One day-cycle later, after Kalymel had worked things out in his mind, spoken with a hundred or more Lemcharoys, and suppressed his excitement, the loudspeakers crackled into life once more. The voice of the Immortal was heard. Every word spoke of utter certainty and the intention of reassuring the Lemcharoys.

"The inertial absorbers have been raised and activated. In the meantime, the results of the remote survey have become sufficiently complete that each of us can observe the planetary system on the vidscreen and call up all the information that the Net has available. By the Keeper! The amount of information will increase from one day to the next, and soon we will have thoroughly surveyed the planet on which we will make our stopover landing. The Council and I have named the planet Mentack Nutai. It is the fifth planet of Ichest."

Nutai's Destiny, Kalymel thought.

In every quadrant, the vidscreens lit up and after a brief flash of interference showed a red shining star. Then, one after another, planets of varying sizes, planetary orbits, projections of the ecliptic, some moons, and an impressive asteroid belt. Kalymel nodded in satisfaction: So the remote scan was still operating reliably despite the data rot! The intervals at which the projected objects shifted colors due to incomplete data and interference grew longer; finally the images against the black background became stable and meaningful.

Eleven planets circled Ichest, or "Stopover," as the Naahk had named the large sun. The orbits of the fourth, fifth, and sixth planets ran within a distance from the central star determined to be the ecosphere. The data reported that two planets, the fifth and sixth, possessed oxygen-rich atmospheres. Their compositions corresponded to the air that circulated within the ark down to negligible variations.

Between the seventh and eighth planets, a dense asteroid belt could be made out whose outer reaches ranged well above and below the ecliptic. Mentack Nutai was headed along its orbit towards a point that lay on the OVIR's new course. Size and density were determined: the gravity was just over one old Lemurian unit. Three airless moons of differing sizes circled Mentack.

The ship was no longer hiding itself. Now it had become defenseless.

Kalymel and Rasturi observed the still incomplete depiction of the planetary system, then they left the Rectangular Oasis, walked past the carbon dioxide emitters and their pressure tanks, let the hatch slide to one side, and felt the familiar tickling of the grass under their bare soles as they went back to their cabins.

 

For about five years, Kalymel had been afraid of looking ridiculous and being punished for his curiosity. So he had never spoken with anyone about it. At first, he had researched in the Net, though only after long intervals and using various roundabout paths of inquiry to obscure his purpose. However, the ark's computer network was unforthcoming as far as the secret was concerned. It was another secret of the OVIR, a taboo that no one dared touch. Neither the elders of the previous generation nor the Net or even the few written records could or would answer the question with even passing satisfaction: what was in the open storage compartment on the outermost deck?

For five years, Kalymel was the only one who tried to make his way to that strange object. He was convinced that the thing in the storage compartment was not an integral part built into the ark. The difficulties in reaching the vicinity of the "mystery object" had been considerable. The next opportunity would beckon to him in a few hours.

 

A flickering image formed on the vidscreen in Kalymel's cabin. The buzzer sounded shrilly. Kalymel pressed the answer button. A few moments later, Ascelin's head and shoulders took shape. He was a Kebroid and shuttle pilot from West-Blue Quadrant, about a thousand meters from Kalymel.

Kalymel raised his hand in greeting. "Ascelin! Is everything ready? Nothing's wrong with your shuttle, I hope?"

Ascelin returned the greeting with a smile. "Have you practiced the dry starts long and often enough?"

Kalymel shrugged and at first looked silently at Ascelin's phosphorescing, soot-black striped skin. He knew Ascelin from practicing together in the shuttle simulator. His answer was brief.

"I'm beginning the check-out procedure tomorrow. And you, Ascelin?"

"Same here. We have four landing shuttles. I've already spoken with the other pilots. If we all hold our breath and keep our arms in, we can each take about 75 Lemcharoys down to the planet."

"I know. So you're comfortable with the landing. That means about 300 Lemcharoys on the first flight. And the others?"

"They'll wait on the Ship for the second flight and trust the Commander."

"Very good. We still have more than 45 day-cycles. We'll manage it."

Kalymel nodded. He also trusted the Naahk; the deceleration, course changes, landing approach and everything else would go smoothly. Before him, generations had trusted the man with the air of mystery about him. According to the traditions that had been passed down, he had been in middle age when the LEMCHA OVIR set out. Every two decades, the elders of the Council reported, he disappeared for a few days. He would then reappear, literally made young again, dynamic, filled with vigor and bursting with new ideas.

The Star Seeker Atubur Nutai was sacrosanct; no one on board questioned his power and authority to command. No one! Just his sonorous voice and the certainty that he had guided the LEMCHA OVIR safely and undiscovered on the way through the stars ever since its departure gave trust and confidence.

"We'll give the shuttles their first check before day-change tomorrow," Ascelin said. "Will you report to me, Tenoy? I'm speaking with the others. Remember to load weapons and the appropriate wilderness gear." Four irregular black and white stripes ran diagonally across Ascelin's face.

Kalymel raised his hand. "Of course," he said, half jokingly and half quite seriously. "Let's trust the Commander—he truly deserves all our respect and admiration."

"And our computer network-nodes!"

"But not only the Net. Give your co-pilot my regards. Melis, isn't it?"

"That's her name. Is your Rasturi doing well?"

"As well as any of us."

Rasturi had duties in the section of the quadrant in which the sick were housed. The Gebrest counted as another one of the strange conditions that made life on board more difficult and contributed to the hard-to-define feeling of uncertainty. Kalymel was anything but certain that the conditions of life outside of the Ship would end the suffering, but he fervently hoped so. He was beginning to half-believe it, despite his own conviction.

He nodded to the Kebroid Mutie, cut the connection, and called up the floor plan of his quadrant on the screen. He made sure that, in spite of the necessary detours, he knew the way to the shuttle hangar and the boundary with East-Red perfectly. Twelve years before, the Naahk had had cabins, empty storage rooms, and corridors blocked off—there were no longer any inhabitants who needed these areas. That situation would once again help him get close to the storage room with the mysterious contents.
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Futile Flight

 

Kalymel made an effort to evaluate the procedures rationally and logically. For a long time he had been filled with conflicting thoughts and feelings. As a ten-year-old, thirty years before he had seen the stars drifting past the Ship as it continued on its course. Ever since, three thoughts had occupied his mind. The first was: Who had had the Ship built and sent on its way? Only later did he ask himself the other two questions: What was the significance of the strange object in the main storage room in Quadrant Red-East, and why had no one been able to do anything about the Gebrest for decades? Now, as well as the questions in his mind, there was a fear for his own survival and the integrity of the steel biosphere that was the Ship.

He downloaded the pilot procedure data from the Net onto a chip. The list was free of data rot. Kalymel stuck thick work gloves into his belt and glanced first at the chronometer and then at the air indicator. All displays showed Normal.

The cabin door closed. Kalymel put his shoes on, stepped out onto the surface of the curved walk-way and entered the light brown corridor that led in the direction of the outer wall. Down-gravity, it had been called in his youth. The next hatch opened and closed with a smooth hum since Kalymel had lubricated all moving parts at regular intervals. After about fifty steps, he came into the room in which the protective suits were hung.

The air had grown colder but was still perfectly breathable. Like every inhabitant of the ark, he knew that his life depended on thoroughness and care. He put the suit on, assured himself that there was a sufficient air supply, slipped back into the shoes, and pulled on the gloves.

A new pressure hatch, a stretch of corridor, a stairway, past the central nuclear reactor, a steep ramp upwards, and finally the airlock to the shuttle hangar. All the seals were thickly greased. He threw the heavy switch and looked through the viewing slit. The lighting elements snapped on one after the other and flooded the shuttle with brightness; the yellow-blue veined wall surfaces cast a mysterious shimmer on the scene. The shuttle, which resembled three tubes of different diameters pressed together into an oval, still bore its now dulled original paint and looked unused.

And in fact, like the other three shuttles, it never had been used. As the airlock's hatch opened, Kalymel's last doubts that the intended landing was sensible or an emergency measure—or both—disappeared. The shuttle had to take off; he had to fly it. Concern for the thousand inhabitants of the Ship and for the gigantic vessel itself was greater than all uncertainties.

Kalymel switched on the suit's air supply and waited. The inner hatch slid to the side and the air from the lock dissipated in the cold hangar in a snowy whirl. He walked quickly across the thick, black flooring to the cockpit, pulled the ladder out, and grinned briefly. Nothing had changed since the last inspection, and every hinge had moved as smoothly as expected. He climbed five meters, opened the hatch, clambered into the cockpit, and suddenly realized that this simulated launch would be the last test before the final venture.

In about forty days, the hangar doors would actually open, and he, Kalymel, would use all his skills to fly the craft, filled with inhabitants of the Ship, through space and turbulent atmosphere and land safely.

He switched on the power supply and the heating for the air circulation system, shoved the data chip into the playback slit, and went through the launch procedures step by step on the touchscreen. He needed to look them up only three times. When he was finished, only three steps remained: open the hangar doors, feed power to the engines, and activate the steering jets. He verified that all taxiing motors, the ignition sequences, the engine steering, and the mechanisms that extended the support wings worked at a press of a button. The tanks were filled; the fuel supply would last for four flights before they had to be refilled in the Ship. He left the data chip in the playback unit and checked every technical detail in the cabin, even the wide belts. The straps were extremely old but did not rip; the buckles clicked reliably.

"So ... my shuttle is in order," he said softly before he closed his helmet and exited through the hatch. One last check: Kalymel inspected the heavy clamps that held the landing skids securely. Their bearings also shone with the black grease that clung to his gloves.

Satisfied, Kalymel left the hangar, descended two decks lower in the air-filled sector, and removed the helmet from his protective suit's neckring. He stowed the suit carefully, looked at the chronometer, and told himself that there was enough time to risk another attempt to make his way to the mysterious storage room. There would never be a better opportunity. He took a deep breath, then turned off into the wide, unlit corridor that led to the next quadrant.

It was Kalymel's 27th attempt to uncover the secret. Up to now, he had always been stymied by massive metal walls. At first, he had attempted to get into the East-Red main storage room by the usual, "legal" ways. He had tried it from all directions, but all the corridors, elevator shafts, or maintenance passages were blocked by massive steel plates. Special tools would have been required to break through—and the enormous power consumption would have alerted the Councils, other Tenoy, the Network's monitoring systems, and the commander. Nor had Kalymel dared open an airlock leading out into space; activating the first switch would have set off the alarms.

He passed through the last hatchway before the barricade, turned off into a narrow passageway, climbed a steep stairway, and found himself in a tool room. It was dead quiet. Cold air blew through the circulation system's holes and slits. Here ended the power supply. Cables that led further had been disconnected and capped. When Kalymel turned on his hand-held spotlight, he could see the entrance to an inspection tube in the rear wall. Six large screws the size of fists and dripping with lubrication secured a metal plate. At the other end of the tube that led from one quadrant to the other, unknown territory began for Kalymel.

Without any difficulty, he unscrewed five massive, lubricated nuts that he had loosened on his last attempt, lifted the plate, and secured it in the open position with a hook. Up to this point, he could explain his attempt as an especially conscientious inspection. He felt his pulse accelerate. Using sticky-tape, he attached the spotlight under his right shoulder, a crowbar and a power saw to his chest, and crawled through the tube. Icy cold enveloped Kalymel, but he felt himself sweating when he came out of the tube in front of a hatch leading to a supply room. He knew what was inside: metal plates for repairing the outer hull along with the necessary tools.

The hatch had been welded shut some years before and additionally secured with a strip of ferrometal. On the visit before last, Kalymel had applied aggressive bacteria to the adhesive holding the long plate, and since then it had eaten away the glue. With a little exertion of strength and being careful not to make any noise in the semi-darkness, Kalymel levered the plate loose, dragged it to the side, and leaned it carefully against the wall. Then he checked the thumb-thick welding seam from the ceiling to the floor and took the oil can from his hip.

Behind the hatch was the lock through which the main storage room was entered. Kalymel was familiar with the inspection plans. He prepared the upper part of the seam with the oil and cut through the bulging sealant with the saw disc, which rotated slowly and was soon glowing hot. There was no noise, but a serious time problem was developing. Behind the sliced welding seam, the edges of which glowed and smoked, gaped the crevice between the two halves of the hatch.

"No one could get in here within the forty days left," he murmured, and turned the saw off. The light beam from his spotlight showed him that he had cut through half the welding seam; to continue would be pure foolishness. He laid the oil can, saw, and crowbar on the floor against the wall and crawled slowly back through the tube. He screwed the metal plate back on as quickly and carefully as possible, and felt the tension drain away from him as he climbed down the steps. His fingers and knees began to tremble, and he was plagued by wild suppositions and conjectures.

On his next visit, he would shine a light through the hatch's viewport into the storage room and see for the first time what was hidden inside. As he went away, it struck him that during the entire time he had not thought of his own life or that of Rasturi, neither of the impending flight of the shuttle nor of the danger for the Ship. He suddenly felt dizzy and leaned against the wall, suppressing his trembling. Then he muttered a curse and went on slowly, as though nothing had happened.

A white-green marbled hatch opened in front of him. At the same moment, yellow lights began to flash on and off. A heartbeat later, the audio alarm signal buzzed and droned. Kalymel gave a start, tore the suit off his body, and opened the hatch.

"An alarm? By the Keeper! What's going on?"

As he ran in the direction of the residential section, he thought of Rasturi, of a crack in the walls of the Ring-Ship, or of a mistake made by the Commander. But nothing came over the loudspeakers. When Kalymel approached the living area, he heard a confusion of voices, cries, and metallic rattling.

"Loris is hurt!" someone exclaimed. "Blood everywhere!"

Another voice shouted, "Where are the Tenoy? They're never around when you need them!"

"Here I am!" Kalymel called and dashed through the grass to the rear of the living quarters. "What happened?"

"Cada, Lumena, and Amias are gone!"

Kalymel stopped as though he had run into a steel plate. The men and the woman were Muties and had been suffering for two months from Gebrest. And they were currently the most important neutrino para-technicians in this quadrant; the mutation and the sickness had increased their para-ability several times over. Loris came towards Kalymel, supported by Rasturi. The medic's head, shoulder, and upper arm were injured. The blood splatters on Rasturi's shirt were already drying.

The shrill squalling of the alarm suddenly broke off, and a communication display flashed up. Behind Rasturi and Loris, two dozen Lemcharoys gathered: the sick, Muties, and the healthy.

"Go down the row," Kalymel said loudly. "So the three are gone. What happened?"

"They attacked Loris when he brought them food and went to change their bandages."

" ... It was as though they suddenly went crazy," Loris explained excitedly. They all leaped up at the same time, shoved me into the hygiene cell, and went out the door. Their bandages came loose and trailed behind them."

"Was there a shock, something that set them off?" Kalymel asked.

A young inhabitant of the Ship pushed his way through the assembled crowd and waved excitedly.

"No, nothing." Loris and Rasturi shook their heads.

Out the corner of his eye, Kalymel saw the symbol of the Network appear on a display. The web quivered, the spider left the center, and the Naahk appeared on the screen. Ice-cold fear crawled up through Kalymel's insides and took firm hold in his throat.

"They've broken into the weapon cabinets and they're running towards the projector compartments!" the young man exclaimed.

Kalymel turned to the vidscreen, made a brief greeting to the lens, and raised his hand. The sound of people talking excitedly died out.

"Tenoy and shuttle pilot Kalymel speaking, Naahk," Kalymel said loudly enough that everyone in the vicinity could hear him. "Three of the most important para-stabilizers have apparently gone insane. They've got hold of weapons and are very likely approaching the wall of the Inner Ring. That's where the energy field generators are located."

The relatively few Lemurians who possessed para-abilities comprised an elite on board whose importance no one questioned. Until recently, Cada, Lumena, and Amias had been given excellent care in their clinic rooms.

"I will see to it that they cause no damage," Atubur Nutai said. "Pursue them and bring them back. The use of paralyzing weapons is of course authorized. Your name is known to me, Kalymel; take responsibility for the operation. What is the state of their illness?"

Kalymel pushed Rasturi into the pick-up range of the lens. "You know that better."

"The Gebrest is in the second phase, Naahk." Rasturi spoke with competence and self-confidence. For some two months, she had treated the three half-Leukors with salve, plasters, bandages, and a strength-building Huccar drink whose ingredients the Naahk regularly sent her. "Yesterday they even said that they were free of pain and felt good."

"Strange," replied the Star Seeker. "The unused sectors have been totally sealed off. If they attempt to cross over to another quadrant, it will be detected by the control center. I will inform you if that occurs."

"I'll assemble a team and take up pursuit," Kalymel said. He made a brief salute and turned around as the Naahk broke the connection. "Macaire, Elsey, you're Tenoy, and you, Hollun, and Lieth. We'll meet in the armory. Let's go!"

The five men ran to the central plaza and on to the dark gray weapon storage room. The door stood wide open and the lights were on inside. Two cabinets were opened: the positronic logs showed no signs of any damage.

"They've taken three crossbows with them," Lieth said a few seconds later. "And here, three cases of ammunition. And spotlights."

From outside the armory, a woman called: "When they ran past us in the carbohydrate station, they yelled, 'Death to the Councils! Down with the elite! We'll never land!'"

Kalymel absorbed the news in silence. The Tenoy needed neither uniforms nor helmets—with or without visors; with 250 inhabitants per quadrant, they all knew each other well enough. The uniforms were stacked up unused in their compartments. The fugitives had taken three electromagnetic crossbows with them. Kalymel shook his head as he armed himself with two shock beamers, buckled on a belt with extra magazines, and snapped on a hand-spotlight.

"That really sounds as though they suddenly did go insane—they're elite themselves!"

The dominant genes of earlier generations had made Half-Leukors out of the three para-gifted individuals. Their bodies were strong and normal, flowing crystal-white manes grew from their heads and down their necks, and that they were mutants could be seen only by their skins. They were also blinding white, and every place where their skin stretched tightly over their bones—finger and toe joints, spinal columns, knees, elbows, nose, and cheekbones—looked as though dipped in black paint. When light fell from a specific direction and within a narrow spectral band, the white lit up in the darkness like pure phosphorous. Their heads seemed enlarged in proportion to their bodies, but the Leukors attributed that condition to their increased, highly developed para-ability.

Kalymel passed out com units and helped the men to fasten them to their forearms.

"Ready?"

They nodded and pushed their way to the exit.

Kalymel pointed to the right. "You heard it. To the meat farms!"

"They've already gone past them."

"There's no point in trying to overtake them," Kalymel said after a few steps. "Run as fast as possible, but don't exhaust yourselves."

"Understood, Tenoy."

Kalymel muttered something profane and began to suspect that the decision to land would provoke further incidents of this kind. The strange break-out of the Half-Leukors was only the first. He was certain of it: if electromagnetic crossbows were howling through the interiors of the corridors and rooms just a day after the Naahk's announcement, the problems that followed would be hardly less major.

Crossing through the various colored corridors, compartments, passageways, ramps, stairs, and hydroponic installations helped him put his thoughts in some kind of order. Kalymel had not completely thought through the likely results of the break-out. As he went by a niche from which an eye stared at him from under the hood of the Legendor, the situation had become clearer in his mind.

 

The inhabitants of his quadrant were distracted by the Star Seeker's announcements. Most had not yet realized what the ultimate consequences of the change in course would be. The immediate danger lay in that the enormous ship's invisibility would be lifted. The LEMCHA OVIR was defenseless and could be discovered by chance since the energy discharge of the 40-day braking procedure would be spectacularly conspicuous even in seemingly empty space. Detecting the Ship would be only too easy.

Soon, when it was in orbit around the planet, it would be plainly visible once more, easy to locate and defenseless. Kalymel's concept of life on a planet was based only on theory and thus relatively unrealistic. Could he and his one thousand companions survive the physical and mental changes from steel hulls to open skies? From the carefully maintained artificial balance on board to a turbulent natural atmosphere?

He took a deep breath and put off grappling with this existential problem in his mind until later.

About a hundred meters further, they trotted under the light of sunlamps through rustling oxygen beds about a third of a meter high. It smelled strongly of the nutrient fluid in which the cell tissues grew. Then, a first, yellow and black painted door blocked any further progress. The numbers behind the clean glass display showed that this doorway had been opened and closed 16.5 minutes before.

Kalymel waited impatiently while the three sections of the door slid to the sides and upwards. He was certain that while the performance of the capture field had not been impaired by the incident, stabilization of the neutrinos and the para-mental loading of the protective field were not reaching their full capacity. The concentrated pair-annihilation of the neutrinos and anti-neutrinos was lacking the energy urgently needed for deceleration.

The emergency situation on board had existed for two centuries, so there had been no conflict among the Naahk, the Councils, and the Lemcharoys. The community, shrunk to a tenth of its former size, worked together with little conflict. The reactors, projectors, and all systems in the circular section that contributed to the functioning of the capture field were everyone's first priority.

The door was open. Macaire leaped through and switched on the lighting. The renegades were heading up-gravity. To the right and left, energy-saving lights came on and the air smelled stale, of rust and cold dampness, of "Ship's sweat." Only four doors lined the next section of the corridor, but none of them had been opened by the Half-Leukors.

Behind the next opening, the path widened into a light gray-yellow connecting shaft full of steps and ramps that led to open and closed branching passages. A further three decks up were sectors filled with the capture field machinery. In the center, the framework of the heavy freight elevator connected the decks; the elevator was no longer in use and the lift platform rested at the lowest level. The group gathered in front of the bottommost steps.

"If they really want to reach the capture field generators, they have to climb all the way up in their out-of-shape condition," Hollun said.

"I'm afraid we'll have to go there ourselves," Kalymel replied, and thought of the day when the elevators had been turned off. It had been a long time ago, during his first years of life. "Onward, friends!"

 

As the LEMCHA OVIR continued its deceleration, the control center computer began to access data that had been stored in now full memory units that had been in continual use since the voyage began. After a brief computation, a huge vidscreen in the control center flared into life; its harsh glow waking Atubur Nutai from his light, uneasy sleep. Uncomprehending, he looked at the words and symbols that slowly formed on the screen; only gradually did understanding come.

He stood up, emptied the cup of circulation-stimulating Huccar that had grown cold, and silently read the first message from the computer. The forward vidscreen showed a large section of the star system and the planet Mentack Nutai; the Net punched letters and words across the image:

"The sum total of parameters confirm that the Ship is decelerating and is on a course towards an identifiable star system. An analysis of the calculations suggests that their is a high degree of risk involved in the present course of action. The Network has concluded that in all probability it is much too dangerous to interrupt the journey and deploy the landing shuttles."

The Naahk ignored the warning. He had long discussed this possibility with the Council. The computers would issue warnings and endlessly cite prohibitions, but they could not intervene. It would be wise to not pass the warnings on uncensored so as to prevent the inhabitants of the Ship from becoming uneasy.

"There is no plan to land on the planet," Nutai said out loud. "There is no point in repeating the warnings. All associated problems have been solved and rendered insignificant. We are decelerating for the purpose of gathering information. It will allow us to better judge the chances of survival on a possible destination planet. This star system offers a rich yield of data. On the other side of the orbit of the eleventh planet, which has not yet even been given a provisional code name, I will accelerate the LEMCHA OVIR once more."

The Network answered after a long pause. It had not answered immediately for more than twenty years. The letters and symbols of the graphic display changed within a few seconds. Atubur's relief increased as he read:

"No stopover. No landing. Yet it is to be observed that the number of inhabitants is considerably smaller than it was at departure and during the first years of they voyage. All means must be employed, not only to hold the population at a stable number but to increase it. This warning is based on logic: only with a sufficient number of capable individuals is survival possible during an intermediate landing. This dialogue between the Commander and the Network has been recorded and archived."

"Recorded and archived," the Naahk repeated in a low voice. "I hate lies of this kind. But it's inconceivable that ... " He went silent. It was entirely conceivable that the computer would issue a barrage of warnings, alarms, and system activations once the Ship was on a landing approach. The members of the Council and some selected old Tenarchs had disconnected hundreds of sensors over the years; the computer interpreted the broken connections as deterioration due to age or as data rot. and the decision had been made—their destiny would be fulfilled on Mentack Nutai.

"There is no turning back," Nutai murmured and mixed himself a fresh Huccar drink. It was now several days since he had decided to land the OVIR, but only now did he finally feel free. Which each swallow, new energy flowed into his body. The computer switched off the communication screen and the room sank back into semi-darkness.

Nutai sat down at his desk, turned on the monitors, and worked for several hours on the incoming hyperdetection data from the planetary system. He waited in vain for an emergency call from the pursuers of the Half-Leukors.

Then, with a suddenness that almost frightened him, he thought of Chibis-Nydele. And it occurred to him that clearly definable connections existed between some of the Network's linked computers' peripheral devices and the Lemurians whose para-abilities had not mutated away. Had one of them been the source of the triggering impulse that made the three Muties go berserk? Why he doubted he could solve this riddle, he did not know himself.

He left the command bridge with its arched deck crammed with instruments, indicator lights, and control switches. He entered the elevator cabin, and rose for five seconds to his private quarters. Even at the entrance he felt the radiance of another world. The light was amber-colored; the air was fragrant with flowers and Chibis-Nydele's unmistakable skin balm; and everything was overlaid with soft music and the aroma of the strongly fermented and enriched mineral plant juice that Chibis euphemistically called Lemurian Wine.

She sensed him before she saw him. Wearing a semi-transparent robe that reached to the floor, she came out of the sleeping area and laid her hands on his shoulders.

"You have more faith in the Ship and the Network than you do in me," she said, smiling. "Otherwise, you wouldn't leave your quarters, your familiar home."

"Not the Network—everything's been said and done," he said quietly and gave the image on the wall of the connecting corridor a long look. It showed the hand of a painter and his brush, which was painting a portrait of a sculptor, who in turn was using a laser chisel to carve a black sculpture out of a round block of obsidian-colored artificial stone. It depicted a being with pillar-like legs, with four arms bulging with muscle and a hemispherical head with three redly glowing eyes and a widely gaping mouth. The picture and its message reminded Atubur Nutai of dialogues in the half-dreams that he believed he'd had in the distant past. "Now it's running almost without me having to do anything. Forty-two days from now, the shuttles will land on the planet."

"On Mentack Nutai, the destiny of us all."

Chibis-Nydele's fingers played invitingly with the glowing, red ornamental casing that held his cell activator. The weak energy field pulsed in a slow rhythm. Nutai read in her expression what she thought: No reason to worry, since the frequency would not increase for another seven years.

"I have already lived for such a long time," Nutai said. "My destiny will be fulfilled either on the approach to the fifth planet or on that unknown world itself. However it may be. Either way."

He stroked the tiny scales on the crest that ran along the top of her head from her lower forehead to her neck; they seemed to smolder in the amber-colored light.

"I have never questioned any of your decisions."

"No. Not even during the last change of generations."

"I don't even know the secret of that strange device and your seeming immortality."

Nydele had experienced only one of his personality changes. After twenty years as Commander, he had vanished without a trace. A short time later, he reappeared and found Chibis-Nydele who had waited in his cabin. Beautiful, devoted, and silent, she again belonged only to him; he seemed like a younger brother of the old Naahk. From time to time it struck Nutai that her loyalty was more to the Ship than its Commanders. She believed that only the Ringship's journey mattered, and she had matured at the side of the new Commander, who was rejuvenated (or perhaps raised in secret by the Ship) every twenty years.

"At some point there will no longer be any secrets." Nutai put his arm around Chibis-Nydele's waist and pulled her into the twilight of the sleeping room. "Before I work out the landing approach, we still have a little time for ourselves."

If she was surprised, she did not let him see it. She melted against him and in the last few steps undid the fastenings at her shoulder. Her gown slid almost silently over the breasts and thighs of her nearly perfect body. Only the ornamental embroidery of the seams rustled slightly. Nutai thought of nothing else, only of her unconditional, passionate devotion and the comfort that her presence gave him.

 

The hunt dragged on. Minutes stretched to hours. Bathed in sweat, Macaire, Kalymel, and Hollun reached the next to last landing of the shaft where the corridors on the various decks intersected. Lieth and Elsey were still fifty steps below. Traces of the three sick Muties had led them to this point. Footprints in the dust, drops of blood, shreds of their bandages, an empty crossbow bolt magazine.

During the design and construction of the Ship, the builders had intentionally used different metals and alloys. Under the influence of varying temperatures and atmospheric compositions, the material developed a layer of surface rust. And so over the course of many years, each alloy had changed its surface coloration. The outer surfaces of the steel ring had turned black shortly after setting out and thus made the gigantic Ship into an object camouflaged by the darkness between the stars.

Kalymel and his men stood between orange and light-gray walls among green deck-support beams. Amias, Cada, and Lumena had made their break without much of a plan; they were apparently unaware of the simplest way to the machines and transformers on the uppermost deck.

Kalymel blinked droplets of sweat from his eyes. "Well—they may be deathly ill, but they've gotten rather far even so."

"And through the sectors that are largest and hardest to cross!"

"They must be afraid of something that they've imagined," Lieth called, clutching the railing and breathing hard.

"Or of something we haven't realized yet," Kalymel said. "Of the dangers of landing. Or of the planet." He looked around, scanning the surroundings for anything that might catch his attention. He coughed; the air was dry and full of dust. Here, on the way to inner wall of the hull, the deep rumble of the inertial absorbers had grown louder. "They're probably much more sensitive than we are. Come on, Elsey, catch up."

They had followed the renegades through corridors, through open-standing doors into large light-filled rooms in which nothing grew other than large-leafed, waist-high bushes that converted carbon dioxide into oxygen. The Muties had forced their way straight through the plants, leaving behind trails too obvious to miss. With unbelievable strength they had opened narrow doors that were secured with heavy bars. Through this emergency passage, obeying some inner drive that led them in this direction, they had entered disused workshops and manufacturing rooms and had zig-zagged through them. Seats and equipment had been knocked over, tattered bits of their bloody bandages hung from corners and edges.

Then came racks filled with boxes and cases. Lamps with very old and dusty shades shone weakly. White beams from their spotlights flicking in all directions. The five pursuers, continued to race onwards, from one room to the next and through sectors of different sizes, in which the lighting, odors, humidity and temperature, and the background wall colors, changed constantly. Narrow, ominously empty ramps connected the decks with each other.

Kalymel had the hatches and doors closed behind them in order not to disturb the carefully balanced exchange of precious air and power. He was aware that he had to carry out this security measure despite the loss of time. He estimated that he had almost made up for the Half-Leukors' lead. "We should be right behind them," he said as Elsey and Lieth, dirty and pouring with sweat, stood next to him. "Try not to be too hard on them. Remember—they're sick and confused!"

"Maybe they're lying exhausted between the transformers," Macaire offered, climbing the steps. "Let's get this over with."

"Let's go. Onwards!"

Kalymel took a deep breath. He imagined that the icy coldness of space along with cosmic radiation penetrated the steel walls, but within a few minutes he and his men were again dripping with sweat. The air was not only cool and dry but thin as well; the indicators on the carbon-dioxide tanks, which were secured just above the floor and filled with the propellant for the fire-extinguishing foam, showed they were filled to maximum capacity. On the way to the next deck, up-gravity, they went past a tank whose valve blew open with a bang at that moment and expelled its contents hissing into space through its connecting tubes.

 

When the lift came to a stop and the elevator shaft's bright yellow double doors began to slide open, Kalymel waved his companions to the side of the platform. The opening grew, the warning lights blinked frantically, and as Elsey was the last to press himself against the wall, wild cries along with metallic-sounding shots of the magnetic weapons resounded from the machinery room. The rumbling of the absorbers grew louder.

The bolts shot out from between the transformer blocks with a vicious hum and detonated against the walls of the staircases and the elevator's support beams. Pieces of debris clattered in all directions. The sliding door sections came to a stop, striking against the buffers. Macaire and Kalymel leaped out into the darkness, the paralyzer guns in their hands, and threw themselves to the right and left for cover.

A second salvo slammed in tight concentration against the bars of the elevator framework. The shockwave from the exploding bolt heads blew Lieth and Hollun into the middle of the hall. Their cries were almost impossible to understand as the echoes of the huge room distorted every word. As Hollun's spotlight cast its beam across a section of the machinery, Kalymel thought he could understand the fragment of a word or two.

" ... Fear ... the Keeper ... sure to fail ... can't stand the pain ... in the name of the Legendor ... !"

Kalymel and Macaire crawled at first along the inner wall to the right and left, then made a dash along the bases of the machines and the connecting pipes towards where they suspected the fugitives to be. On the opposite wall, weak light formed a kind of multi-colored halo. It could be a control panel or a display. They snapped their spotlights on at short intervals. The focused light formed white beams in the thin haze of dust and steam that filled the hall.

The sick renegades were firing blindly at real or imaginary targets. From the centers of the lividly flaring explosions, shards of debris sizzled through the darkness, striking the walls and machinery housings with a rattling and cracking that filled the hall with deafening noise.

Kalymel straightened up and peered into the aisles between the banks of machinery. "Stop shooting!" he called. "We want to help you!"

He fleetingly saw a figure that changed its position and whose outline was made visible by the beam of a wandering spotlight. The answer to his demand was a renewed hailstorm of shots, wild shouts, and the noise of bursting shrapnel-heads. He ducked. The splinters pelted around him. To his rear, he heard a sharp, long drawn-out hissing, a shrill whistling, and he knew that a CO2 tank had been hit. Highly concentrated carbon dioxide was streaming out, the valve rattled, the gas spread out along the floor, triggering an alarm. Whirring ventilation fans began to turn, the overhead lights on the ceiling and above some of the machines switched on. It took the time of a cautious breath for Kalymel's eyes to adjust to the brightness.

"Carbon dioxide alarm!" Elsey shouted. "High off the floor."

Almost at the same time, Kalymel saw a Half-Leukor; he raised his weapon and fired. There was the sound of a drawn-out humming, a faint beam leaped from the mouth of the gun to the white-skinned man's chest. It was Amias. He threw up his arms, dropped his crossbow, and collapsed almost in slow motion.

The other two Half-Leukors stood at the sides of a control panel in the shape of a quarter-circle. The vidscreens above the jumble of indicators were in operation, but neither Macaire nor Kalymel could make out what they were showing. Cada and Lumena fired all the bolts in their magazines. The crossbow levers snapped back and forth and the sounds of the alarm mixed with the rattling noise in the machinery hall.

To the left of Kalymel's field of vision, Lieth leaped up and fired a shock beam at Cada, who was changing magazines. She looked pathetic: her blood-soaked bandages were hanging loosely from her body, and she bled from her fingertips and orifices. Her skin displayed a frightening pattern of white, black, and red. She fell over backwards, struck a machine housing, and slowly slid to the floor, unconscious.

Shrieking and dancing wildly, Lumena emptied his magazine of bolts on the spot. Hollun had worked his way under cover to a hiding place just to Lumena's right; he came out of his shelter and struck Lumena from the side. The crossbow fell with a clatter against a console and kept firing until the last bolt had left the feeding tube and slammed into an overhead light, which burst with a bang and showered them with a hail of sharp-edged plastic fragments.

"Stop!" Kalymel called, running towards the para-Muties. "It's over! Put the crossbows away!"

He lowered his weapon, clipped the spotlight to his belt, and dashed to the control console. Before turning to the unconscious fugitives, he looked at the vidscreen. There, in the light of the oncoming sun, a shimmering circle was displayed. The capture fields that spanned between the projectors could not be seen, but the neutrino effects formed whirling patterns and structures that quickly dissipated. Kalymel was convinced that within the giant circle he could see a face appear amid the whirling, swirling colors that melted into fractals and then slowly dissolved into showers of light. The alarm suddenly went dead; the hissing and whistling of the damaged tank had stopped. Only the rumbling of the Absorbers and the sound of the ventilators remained.

Macaire had reached the unconscious fugitives before Kalymel. He looked at them for a few moments in silence, then shook his head regretfully. "I wonder if they'll survive?" he asked himself aloud. "Let's take them outside. We should inform the Naahk."

For the next half hour, they struggled sweating to drag the limp bodies to the elevator and give them cursory treatment. Then Kalymel went to the nearest terminal and had the Network establish a connection to Atubur Nutai.

The Commander's head appeared on the screen, tired, his forehead glistening with perspiration, and blinked in exhaustion. He looked past Kalymel's shoulder at the motionless bodies. After a few labored breaths, he said: "I see that you have forestalled the sick ones from further senseless actions. The CO2 concentration has fallen to a non-threatening level. The Commander thanks you in the name of the Councils and the crew." For a long moment he looked uncertainly at Kalymel, who was glancing around for a gurney or some similar equipment. "Wait for the elevator. I will activate it so you can bring the three back to the clinic. My instruments indicate no further damage—you, Kalymel, should check the systems for possible damage afterwards. You will hear from me again."

"I need the precise data, Naahk," Kalymel said. "Very well. Later. I'll find it on the Net. We're bringing them out."

He switched his communicator on and called the South-Green clinic area. They were to get gurneys ready and prepare everything in order to take care of the sick ones quickly.

One after the other, Kalymel and the others lifted the bodies of the renegades, on whose skin the blood was drying. The formerly white hair was dirty, filled with dust, sweat, and crusted blood. As they let Amias slide back down to the floor in front of the elevator, they saw the lights and heard the lift clattering upwards from the unfathomable depths.

Among the tragic mysteries of life aboard the OVIR was the Gebrest, which had spread over the years and manifested itself in various painful and ultimately fatal ways. The skin of the Para-Mutants—the disease had progressed the most with these three Half-Leukors—suddenly showed dark areas that quickly became larger, turned red, and began to secrete watery blood. After about ten days, the plasma dried up and the palm-sized blood marks slowly disappeared. Internal organs did not seem to be affected; the marks did not hurt any more or less than normal "wounds" of this size. The disease seemed to be beaten.

Then, usually after a long time, bright blood oozed unexpectedly from the nose and ears, later from the fingertips, and the nails or claws shriveled and fell out.

This change in the progression of the disease was accompanied by nightmares and, strangely enough, by a conspicuous but temporary increase in para-abilities; the physicians did not know what to do nor was there any hint to be found in the archives or annals of the Network about this disease or ways to cure it. The Gebrest bided its time until the next outbreak.

It struck again unexpectedly. The sick ones were secured to their beds and treated with everything that the medics knew would not harm them. But time dragged on. Minutes stretched to hours, agonized day periods and nights. The stronger vegetated longer than the old or the weak, then their bodies began to dry out and death came silently and inevitably.

Kalymel's team carried the unconscious renegades into the elevator, which clattered down-gravity and stopped at the level of the Common Area for the first time in years. Macaire whistled and waved to some young women.

"Help us!"

The ghastly-looking Half-Leukors were loaded onto gurneys and rolled into the med-station. One after another, the physicians came and began to treat the three unmoving bodies on the cots; while one group washed away the blood and dirt, the others implanted intravenous drips as fast as they could. Kalymel sat down heavily on a stool, started to remove his gear, and looked at the welter of medical equipment and ragged and bloody bandages.

"Things are getting stranger all the time," he said to Hollun. "We can only hope that conditions will be different after the landing."

"By the Keeper!" Hollun replied in a low voice. "In fifty days we'll all be much wiser."

The vidscreen in the med-station's anteroom came on. Atubur Nutai stared wordlessly down at the aides who had crowded around the three sickbeds. He nodded to Kalymel, who had stood up and with drooping shoulders stepped in front of the pick-up lens.

"Even the second check showed that the three did not cause any significant damage. In order to prevent further incidents of this kind, you must bind the sick ones securely. I will put the elevator back into operation in ten minutes, Kalymel. Get your test equipment." He nodded slowly. His bare scalp glistened with reflected light. His haggard face expressed more than just worry, but his eyes flashed with eagerness for action. "Take a look at the transformer deck. Bring someone along who knows something about it to help you."

"Macaire will work with me," Kalymel replied. "How is it going with the deceleration?"

"As planned," the Naahk replied. "You can all rest easy. The inertial absorbers are operating at ninety percent capacity. For forty hours, the para-diseased have held the neutrino energy supply at a peak amount. Almost double intensity."

"And ... now?" Kalymel asked, worried.

"Just under normal. In any event, we will carry out a flawless intermediate landing. Inform me when your inspection is completed."

"Of course, Commander," Kalymel said. The Network dissolved the image on the yellow-framed display screen.

Kalymel went to his cabin, gave himself a superficial wash, and pulled the metal case from its shelf. As he took hold of the smooth-worn handle, he chuckled briefly and almost wistfully. The knowledge and experience to use the instruments in the case properly had been passed along with the container from generation to generation. He was currently the last to use these test and measurement instruments; he really ought to have been training a gifted youth in their practice.

He waited for Macaire, then, after calling the command center, they took the slow elevator cabin up to the topmost stop. The lift came rattling to a halt, then the scissors-gate opened. Every component of the projectors, transformers and all cables, insulators and housings represented the best, most indestructible high-performance technology. They had been the state of the art for science and metallurgy when the LEMCHA OVIR's construction was complete. Many instruments came from an even later generation of development than when the project began and components from the original outfitting had been replaced even during construction.

About a third of all indicators no longer functioned. Kalymel and his predecessors had entered the readings they had taken with their test instruments into the Network and had written and drawn the latest data on the indicators with grease pencils.

He and Macaire first switched on the sector lighting of the innermost top deck. Five years before, with the help of a movable scaffolding, the Tenoy and their assistants had cleaned and repaired as necessary all the overhead lights and spotlights. After Kalymel had removed all the covers from the fuses and thrown the massive switches, an uncustomary bright light filled the transformer deck. He wiped a thin layer of dust off a table, set the case down, lifted the lid, and opened the data-reading device's protective cover. The positronic "inspection book" showed the last recorded data.

Following a predetermined plan, Macaire and Kalymel went from control console to control console using the test devices and probes to read instrument displays and compared the data. If the displays and indicators were no longer functional, they used the probes to take readings at selected points on the cabling and the machines themselves.

Macaire suddenly straightened up and called over to Kalymel: "I just realized that we're running the last check. Or the most important one, anyway."

Kalymel noted a deviating value and typed it into both his portable computer and the Network display.

"Yes, you're right, Macaire. Landing after more than half a millennium. We don't dare make any mistakes." He closed the cover plate on a console and stretched his cramped muscles. "All this equipment here will last for centuries yet. But it's a good thing that we're landing. If there were still 10,000 of us ... "

"If things were going that well, we probably wouldn't be landing at all, Kalymel."

"Probably not."

Tired, they sat down in front of the central control console for the quadrant and looked at the grid-patterned vidscreen displays. One unit was defective. The others showed the fractal manifestations that formed in the fields as a result of the disintegration of the neutrinos in the ring's capture field. Ever since the first activation of the system, Kalymel thought to himself, the image had probably not repeated itself a single time. After a few moments, he gave his companion a sharp nudge. "There! Look at that!" he said roughly.

At approximately 15-second intervals, the swirling hazes, spirals, and abrupt color changes formed clear, recognizable pictures that remained stable for only about half a second. Heads and faces appeared, solidified for brief moments, and dissolved once more. Spindle-shaped forms snaked glowing through the surging, wavering surfaces, then sank back into the chaos. Macaire and Kalymel thought they could make out the faces and heads of gruesome creatures from fairy tales, or beings that had arisen from the depths of horrible nightmares.

"Incredible," Macaire murmured and shook himself. "It's as though the neutrinos want to tell us we're flying straight to our destruction!"

"Maybe they're the dreams of the dying Half-Leukors?" Kalymel wondered out loud. "Some kind of mutual influence is going on. But between which sides? The ark and space? The sun out there or Amias and Cada?"

"The energy flow hasn't changed," Macaire said. "Let's carry on."

They had another three hours to go. But they continually interrupted their work and gave the vidscreens long looks. For minutes at a time, they saw only the familiar fractal patterns, but suddenly, like a pseudo-stroboscopic effect, the nightmarish faces and flaming spindles loomed threateningly from out of the capture field. The terror that they projected increased as Kalymel turned off the spotlights and let the double door to the elevator slide open.

They were silent during the ride on the creaking and rattling lift down into more familiar surroundings. As Kalymel went by the med-station on the way to his cabin, Loris raised his bandaged arm and called out in a strained voice, "Kalymel! Lumena just died a few minutes ago!"

He stopped, lowered his head, and could only think, There's a disaster waiting out there that will destroy us!


4

 

The Landing of the LEMCHA OVIR

 

Harriett Hewes had left the cabin just half a minute before. Denetree sat on the edge of the couch, staring from half-closed eyes at the smooth-worn door where a just as used-looking space helmet hung on a hook. Music played softly from invisible speakers; Harriett had explained to Denetree how pieces of music could be called up from memory storage units. After what seemed like an eternity, she stood up and, as though she were peeling individual layers of reality away, became aware of her surroundings piece by piece. It suddenly struck her that she had already slept here for several nights.

With dreamlike movements, she went into the cube-shaped shower stall, loosened the strands of her pigtail, undressed, and tapped without thinking on the symbols behind the glassite panel.

To Denetree's surprise and dismay, the subsyntron responded by running everything in its personal-care program, including blowing scent-drenched warm air, hot and cold showers, oil massages, skin treatment with creams and oils, hair washing and drying ... It took her the better part of the next hour to thoroughly scrub the variously squirted creams, oils, and shampoos off the stall's sides while a robot—another surprise of her new life—cleaned the rest of the cabin.

Half-uncomprehending, Denetree stared at herself in the mirror as its surface cleared itself. Once more the completely unfamiliar luxury surprised and depressed her; the strange sounds laid harmony on top of her mood like a warm cloth. In a slow rhythm she braided her drying hair, which had acquired some unknown fragrance from the shower-stall system, into a loose pigtail.

"Don't carry on like this, Denetree," she told herself as she slipped into the light, freshly cleaned casual coveralls that were commonly worn on board the ship. "You didn't invent this sort of misery. The Terrans call it melancholy. Every day, more of your dreams will come true!"

She really was in a different world! Her surroundings were more attractive, brighter, lighter. The more effort she made to conduct herself without rubbing-up people the wrong way, the more she learned about the rules and unspoken conventions of this unfamiliar society. The memory of the ark remained just as present as that of her brother, Venron. She even thought of her bicycle now and then. But in the quiet and isolation of her tiny cabin, she could sort things out, and she thought she could sense the first paper-thin layer of fading memory settle over the events—something like a milky sheet.

"Everything is so ... confusing. So very different." Denetree hunched her head between her shoulders. As she thought of the ark, of her dead brother, and the loss of the solid moorings of life on board the NETHACK ACHTON, she fell back into the dark world of her loneliness. Although the prospectors were helpful and friendly, she was very much alone in a bewildering world—but even so, she was closer to the stars—magnificent, boundless space with all its wonders—than ever before. She rested her head in her hands and felt her helplessness as a kind of lingering illness.

There was a large holo-display and a device with a surface of dull metal that dispensed a choice of two hot and three cold drinks in attractively shaped plastic cups. She chose the sweeter, less hot drink.

Within the last few days, she had learned the languages people used on board. She wanted to learn; she thought of the stars and planets.

She suddenly felt hungry. Up to now, Harriett had brought her food. In the meantime, Denetree had learned the way to the ship's mess. She slipped on the boots that Harriett had left her, carefully closed the cabin door, and went through empty corridors to one of the tubes, a vertical shaft she had heard called an "antigrav lift." She stopped uncertainly, hands on the handles, and swayed back and forth. Then she overcame her fear, closed her eyes tightly, and let herself fall. The field within the shaft gently caught her and let her float downwards, as light as a Hummer. Growing braver, she swung herself out when she recognized the worn floor covering. She exhaled in relief.

She slowly opened the door to the mess. Light, food odors, and the buzz of voices met her as she went in. Several curious and seemingly kindly expressions greeted her. She recognized their meaning and forced herself to smile. At one table sat Harriett Hewes, Perry Rhodan, and the amazingly beautiful Akonian. In front of them were half-empty plates and glasses.

Harriett waved and pointed with a smile to an empty seat. "Sit with us, Denetree," she said.

Denetree approached, deliberately ignoring a grinning crawler team at another table. She sat down, nodded with a hesitant smile at Rhodan and the Akonian, and said, "Up to now, you've brought me my meals, Harriett. Now I'll try to do it myself. Over there, right?"

She pointed to the half-robotic food dispenser and the racks with plates, bowls, and eating utensils.

Rhodan stood up. "Come on. I'll show you everything. It's very simple. Even tastes good."

In the background of the room, where some men expelled smoke from their mouths, Denetree saw three beings sitting at a table whose appearance puzzled her. The smoky haze that rose to the openings of the air circulation system prevented a clear view.

Rhodan, who had followed her gaze, said reassuringly, "Those aren't Terrans. It's a crawler team. The ones with the round, flat heads are Blues. They're called that because of their skin color. The man with a mane and a face like a lion is a Gurrad. Nice fellows, experienced space travelers. You don't need to be frightened."

"I understand," she replied although she did not understand anything. No, one thing she did understand: She would need a long time before she understood life among the stars that she had dreamed of for so long.

 

After twenty-one days, the velocity of the LEMCHA OVIR had been reduced to less than half that of light. The inertial absorbers had slowed the colossus sixteen times by amounts of seven units of gravitational acceleration. Sixteen times the angular ring had vibrated, groaning and creaking in every one of its 1200 meters of total diameter and in every cubic meter of the five decks. Instead of an absolutely mathematical straight line, the flight path had changed to a section of an arc with a long radius that ended at the system of the red sun. The forward stars began to change their colors. The ship's water supply, carried along as ice in fifteen huge tanks, was almost completely melted. For reasons of stability and to some extent shielding, the tanks, evenly distributed, were on the outermost decks near the nuclear reactor.

Atubur Nutai could be satisfied. But since the burial in space of Lumena and Cada from South-Green Quadrant, he had felt fear deep within him. It could still be controlled. But it would grow stronger. The Commander knew this agitation and that fear disturbed him because it could paralyze his power to make decisions. He lived in an environment that for half a millennium had been more familiar to him than his own life.

He slowly sat up, exhausted by the passion of the past hour. Chibis-Nydele lay stretched out next to him. Perspiration that smelled of spikenard ointment glistened on the scaly skin along her backbone.

"Only control ensures security!" Atubur Nutai muttered. He stood up with a suppressed groan and half-staggered across the deep-pile floor covering to the Huccar machine. Within his body, a horde of tiny beetles with red-hot jaws seemed to be eating away at his nerves. As he swallowed the hot nutritional drink, his gaze wandered over the depiction of the solar system on a display. The Net had used a large part of its diminished capacity for a detail enlargement.

Between the orbits of the seventh and eighth planets stretched an enormous asteroid belt. In the depiction, both ends of the belt were lost in the dark background, but the main mass rose like inwardly bent ribbon high above the ecliptic of the eighth, seventh, fifth, and third planets; the orbital planes of the other worlds were sharply tipped.

For planets nine, ten, and eleven, there were only indications of their positions; they were currently on the opposite side of the sun. Besides Mentack Nutai, the days and hours leading up to the landing would see the seventh and sixth planets, Ovir's Lighthouse and Lemcha's Island, in the nearer part of their orbits around Ichest.

The Naahk noticed a blinking light on the screen. A few moments later, he realized that it was the reflection of the pulsating ornamental casing that held his cell activator. The frequency had increased. And now the fear in Nutai's heart increased as well. He closed his eyes and sank his head in surrender, then quickly recovered his composure.

The course that the black ringship currently flew led high over the scattered stray rocks and planetoids on the fringes of the dense asteroid belt and towards the point in its orbit where the fifth planet would be in twenty-three days. When its entire capacity was not needed for calculations, the Net displayed continuous images to the four quadrants. The inhabitants gathered in front of the large display screen below the portrait of Legendor and saw the planets, the asteroid belt, and the brightly shining sun increase in size and become more striking.

"Keeper and Legendor," Atubur murmured without thinking that Chibis-Nydele was sleeping a dozen steps away from him, "be with me now. I need you. But you, too, vanished into the past."

Chibis-Nydele stirred, yawned, murmured something, and rested on her elbows. Atubur met her sleepy gaze. "Your amulet is blinking faster, Naahk," she said lowly.

"Don't worry about it," he replied with a gesture of reassurance. "It will soon settle back into its old rhythm."

"Are you certain, Atubur?"

He managed a brief laugh. "There won't be any certainty until after the landing."

The Naahk brought a cup of Huccar drink to his beloved. They dressed slowly and silently. Atubur Nutai gradually realized that he had been able to repress his unease and fear with the bliss of passionate coupling for only a short time. The plan to go into orbit around the planet was perhaps beyond his capabilities; the remaining ability of a very old man who forgot some lines and paragraphs of his own story every twenty years was not enough.

"But ... we will have a good landing, won't we?" Nydele asked in a whisper.

"I'm seeing to it, and—a hundred and more Lemcharoys are doing nothing but planning and working for it."

The Naahk emptied his cup, stroked Nydele's shoulders thoughtfully, and went down into the control center. He took his fear with him and closed the door behind him. He could concentrate his attention on every single movement, every single adjustment of the controls. Within the framework of the Ship, within the remnants of a hierarchical organization, genuine solidarity reigned. Resistance against a system of just one thousand individuals that found itself dissolving would have been grotesque; the pressure of social control made for a balanced way of life and for a sense that assigned tasks should not be neglected.

In an hour, the inertial absorbers would be switched on once more and put into full operation. The Net constantly displayed an inset that counted down the remaining time.

 

After the LEMCHA OVIR's next braking phase had been completed, Atubur Nutai had laboriously confirmed with the computer's help that the ship's course continued to lead them within range of the planet's gravitational field. He then returned to his quarters. He hated climbing steps, especially on the hard metal plates of the spiral staircase that caused pain in his joints with each step he took. He sat down at his desk, which was integrated with the metal structure of the wall. The desk was an ancient and magnificent piece of handcrafted art and an inheritance from his grandparents. It was made of some exotic wood with inlays of precious metals and the shells of deep-sea mussels. He pressed a few buttons within the secret drawer, then lifted up the desktop.

 

He had hardly stretched out on the bed when Chibis-Nydele brought him a cup of Huccar. He drained it with small, careful swallows.

He had worked too much and too long. Suddenly exhaustion and weariness settled on him like a heavy, wet cloth. He took his last look into Nydele's large eyes and her concerned face with him into a half-doze in which he thought he could control his dream. But this dream, in the course of which he would dig in the ashes of the past, would end in nightmarish terror.

He felt as though he was lying in the warm fluid that filled Medrovir, connected to tubes and membranes, which within days would replace almost all of his bodily cells. He floated as though in his mother's body, alone with himself and the fading experiences of his long life. He was weightless in the fluid whose composition only the Legendor had known. Alone with his centuries as an "immortal." The effects of the cell activator and the nutritional and rejuvenating bath supplemented each other. Atubur Nutai remembered very clearly the dignified ceremony at which he, as one of a few chosen ones, was presented with the activator. It came with the camouflaging control ornament whose slow blinking was the only bright spot within the body-warm interior of the egg-shaped metal uterus.

The memory of the Keeper was unclear. Nutai vaguely recalled having a semi-philosophical dialogue with a powerful, many-limbed being. A discussion about the future, the past, and the burden of the present. About mysteries, secrets, and forbidden things. Out of the darkness of the memory glowed three red eyes. Just as in the mysterious picture in his quarters. The Keeper, as the being called himself, would protect the ship in every way that was within his power.

The Keeper and the Legendor, the protectors of the LEMCHA OVIR, seemed to have become as immaterial as Atubur's dreams. He drifted back and forth between wakefulness and memories while his body flushed away all the used-up cell remnants and with them many facts, bits of data, and certainties. The stay in Medrovir lasted ninety-six hours. Atubur Nutai found himself restored in small steps: younger, with tauter skin, full, black hair, bulging muscle tissue, newly grown teeth, new strength, faster reactions, and newly awakened sexual desire. Chibis-Nydele saw him as a younger self, as a version of a miraculous renewal, and she gave herself to him with greater passion than ever before.

She was the only one who realized his deficiency. Each time when he reappeared rejuvenated, the older Lemcharoys admired him, but only Nydele experienced how he had to learn all over again how to bring the Ship under his control and to master it. And each time it was more difficult and took longer to become the knowledgeable, superior Star Seeker and Commander with all due authority.

Despite the questionable "immortality," the day would come, far off in unknown space, unfathomably distant from Lemuria, in which the OVIR would have a strong and good-looking idiot as a Commander. And now that hour was close at hand. Now? He had to get out of Medrovir at once, interrupt the process of Minor Forgetting ... he woke up screaming from the doze, felt Nydele's hands on his neck and the edge of a cup at his dry lips.

"You were dreaming again, Atubur," she whispered. "Wake up. I'm with you."

He tasted the pungent sourness of the ice-cold Huccar on his tongue and abruptly opened his eyes.

"Yes, dreaming," he muttered half-coherently. "Just a bad dream. It will probably be one of the last."

He sat up and returned to the present, to a time without a Keeper or a Legendor, and with a 1000-person crew.

 

Five days before the calculated time of the last braking maneuver, activity seemed to have reached its peak. All the neutrino para-guiders had done their best. The particle stream from the red sun had struck the LEMCHA OVIR hard, no less so than its gravitational field. Starting from a continuous running at one gravity, the absorbers had been accelerated to a maximum of eight gravities five times. Five times the gravity had changed: the walls had suddenly become the floor, and despite all the precautions, trees had been torn loose in the hydroponics and the troughs overturned. There was no more ice in the tanks. The pilots, co-pilots, and selected passengers for the four shuttles' were prepared. All the carbon dioxide tanks had been emptied and all the important oxygen and breathing air tanks had been filled to maximum pressure.

The data from close-range scanning and visual observations appeared in real time. Led by the Tenoy, who had to answer a multitude of questions, all the inhabitants of the LEMCHA OVIR had prepared for the landing approach. Soon they would set foot in an environment of which they had only theoretical ideas and no actual experience.

 

Only when the Lemcharoys began bringing their baggage and the selected tools and items of equipment into the cargo hold of the OVIR EDANA did Kalymel again have an opportunity to slip into the empty, icy labyrinth again. He had three, perhaps four hours before his absence would be noticed. Even so, he moved without haste towards the sealed hatch and there managed to split the welding seam with a saw and cutting torch.

It was forbidden on principle to cross from one quadrant to another in places other than those marked. Of course, leaving one's own area was not prohibited, but the blocked and sealed-off zones were taboo. The dangers of damaging the Ship were too great—as the Lemcharoys learned as early as their first classroom lessons. Still, rumors filtered through apparently impenetrable steel walls. Something is there that we don't know about. Slowly and so far undiscovered, Kalymel had dared make his way to the storage room in the metal labyrinth; he had been foiled by impenetrable obstacles perhaps seventy times.

Now he seemed to be directly in front of his goal. And no one had discovered him yet.

He set the saw down. The remnants of the welding seam in front of him smoked and gave off a stench. The spotlight beam tremblingly illuminated the open interior. The connections and few moving parts had been carefully clamped fast years before.

Kalymel rested the spotlight on the floor so that its light illuminated his working area. With the help of the crowbar, he forced the two halves of the hatch apart. Warm air flowed into the roomy interior of the airlock designed for smaller containers and cargo.

"Done!" Kalymel determined with satisfaction that the plans had been accurate: the upper half of the outer hatch door consisted of a glass sheet. Not only that, the special glass had remained astonishingly clean. He picked up the spotlight, stepped into the empty airlock, and pressed the light against the glass sheet. The beam lost itself in the darkness and the vacuum of the cargo hold.

After a few moments, his eyes had adjusted to the changed situation. He saw a deep black, lightless metal surface. When he shielded the spotlight and moved it slowly he found that it curved away on all sides. So the conclusion could only be ...

"A sphere!" he murmured. "A sphere in a cube."

The cube was a cubical cargo hold open to space. Kalymel recalled the dimensions: somewhat more than 108 meters long and just as wide and deep, next to the tanks on the deck on the outer hull of the OVIR. So the giant sphere has a diameter of more than eight times twelve meters, he thought. Between the cargo hold's walls and the curving sphere he thought he could make out colored points of light. Stars? Very possibly.

He did not see whether and how the sphere was attached and secured in the cargo hold. But its surface was anything but smooth. He saw lines and hollows and something that looked like rows of large rivets. Small glass surfaces showed in the roaming spotlight beam. Portholes? Or maybe spotlights? His breath froze on the glass pane in front of his face while he stood there. His knees were weak and he allowed himself to be overwhelmed by the scale of his discovery.

"What is that?" he groaned. "What can it be?" Then he shrugged. A landing shuttle that no one is supposed to know about? Suddenly he remembered in a searing hot flash his time limit. He ran the spotlight beam along the sphere's surface but did not learn any more.

Puzzled, he left the airlock and forced the gap he had made in the hatch door back together. He attached his tools to his belt and crawled through the inspection tube back into the warm zone where the air did not smell of frozen, ancient secrets. He secured the large nuts in the deck plate more tightly than usual.

He was the only one on board who had gotten close to the mysterious sphere. It was possible that not even Atubur Nutai knew of the true contents of the cargo hold. Possible, he thought, but not very likely. When Kalymel had reached the boundary area of the inhabited portion of his quadrant, he suddenly thought of a better way to get close to the black sphere—he would fly his shuttle over the strange object. And that was something he could do before very long. Until then, he would say absolutely nothing to anyone.

 

Four days later, without any prior announcement, letters and diagrams appeared on the large vidscreens of the Common Area. Kalymel and Rasturi happened to be outside their cabins. Kalymel was inspecting what little personal baggage he had along with the last pieces of the equipment for his shuttle's first group. When the vidscreen glowed into life, the eyes of perhaps fifty Lemcharoys turned to the blinking lines of text.

Simulation from original optical recordings. Speed increased by a factor of ten; no color correction. Due to capacity problems, three-dimensional display possible only for fifteen minutes per quadrant. Urgent warning: Serious danger in attempting to interrupt voyage and make intermediate landing!

Rasturi and Kalymel read the message. Several moments later, an seemingly unreal, brightly colored image formed. They stared at it mesmerized.

"I never imagined it would be so beautiful, so ... incredible and so real—more beautiful than any dream!" Rasturi whispered. Her voice was husky with emotion. She stood in the grass of the gathering place and observed Mentack Nutai, the fifth planet, whose globe slowly rotated in three dimensions on the vidscreen. Reddish reflections of sunlight on the icecaps, wonderfully blue seas, yellow, brown, and green continents. And above them an endless wave of clouds in swirls, chains, and individual masses. The shadow of nightside darkness from which the surface emerged. A moon drifted past. The Network flashed up explanatory captions at the lower edge of the image.

"Data rot!" Kalymel murmured. "Too late, Net!" The figures on the chronometer suddenly ran backwards much too fast, just when he was searching in half-desperation for an area in which he would like to land, but he knew at the same time that it was a pointless effort. "You have too little information. When we're back to 10,000 or more, then we'll think of setting out again."

The glowing image faded out and disappeared. In place of the planet, flickering, real-time depictions reappeared. Across the lowermost part of the display ran the debris wall of the asteroid belt. The inhabitants of his quadrant who had gathered here—Kebroids, Normals, Positive-Muties, Half-Leukors—gave the hooded globe of the Legendor one last look and then scattered. The glowing red eye went out.

"Are you afraid, Kalymel?" Rasturi asked, putting her arm in his as they slowly walked back to their quarters.

"Not of launching, but of the flight through the atmospheric layer. Everything depends on the power of the engines."

"We will be summoned in time, won't we?"

Rasturi would take the third seat in the shuttle cockpit. Macaire had demonstrated in three tests that he was the one to be co-pilot. They had already stowed the largest part of what little baggage they had on the shuttle, along with equipment and an extensive selection of weapons and defensive gear. Kalymel attached adhesive arrows on the walls along the way to the waiting room and the hangar, then marked them with glowing paint. No one knew what waited the Lemcharoys on the destination planet—when.

"Of course, my love," he said. "And before the launch, there will be so much noise and commotion that I can guarantee that no one will oversleep."

"When?"

"In less than four days."

 

Hour after hour, Atubur Nutai calculated, compared, estimated, observed, and tested. Chibis-Nydele brought him Huccar and small tidbits. Her loving care distracted him from self-doubt and the fear of failure. The Network's linked computers worked constantly at the limit of their capacity. Again and again, streams of data stopped dead at an unreliable operating node. The nuclear reactor provided energy to the inertial absorbers that were braking the flight. Within the inner ring, whose diameter was almost a kilometer, the colliding neutrinos created shining structures of energy. At long intervals, tiny bits of rocky debris impacted the thick protective surface of the forward end of the Star of Hope; because of its metal construction, loud gong-like hammer-blows resounded, and the protective force field in front of the command module's cockpit flared up simultaneously.

The LEMCHA OVIR flew past the orbit of the nameless eighth planet. The scanner screens showed the enormous extent of the arching asteroid belt with its millions of rocky chunks and mini-moons of stone, ice, and metal ore. The Ship's speed decreased further still, and the loudspeakers cracklingly broadcast the Immortal's voice for perhaps the last time.

"We have crossed the orbit of the eighth planet. In three hours we will leave the asteroid belt behind us and see the seventh planet, Ovir's Nexas, to the left of our course." His words were met with expectant, fearful silence. After a pause, Atubur Nutai continued.

"Even the sixth planet, Lemcha's Reabion, would make our survival possible. In thirty days it will reach the point where we will cross its orbit. Ichest shines ahead. Accompanied by its three moons, Mentack lies before us and grows larger by the hour." The protective force fields were partly non-functioning. Again the echoes of a meteor impact rumbled and resounded through the decks. "We are precisely on the calculated course, which I am continuously overseeing. In seventeen hours, the Star of Hope will begin its descent to the fifth planet. May the Keeper be with us. And may the Legendor approve of my plan."

Rasturi clenched her fingers in Kalymel's hand. "Seventeen hours!" she whispered.

 

The fear-inducing sound of the absorbers running at maximum and the accompanying vibrations had faded away. Seventy passengers in protective suits crowded in the LEMCHA EDANA; the three occupants of the cockpit wore spacesuits. About two hundred passengers waited in the three shuttles of the other quadrants. More than seven hundred Lemcharoys remained behind and prepared for the black ringship's entry into orbit around the planet or for the returning shuttles. Kalymel knew the launch procedure by heart and calmly and systematically readied the shuttle for take-off.

They waited with open hatches in the brightly lit hangar, which was still connected to the air circulation system. On a tiny monitor in the cockpit and on a second, larger one in the passenger compartment, they could follow events outside the ark. Many Lemcharoys were half-sick with tension and fear of the unknown, of leaving the OVIR for the first time.

Again the absorbers roared, again the angular ring shook. The gravity shifted once more, and the shuttle's occupants hung for long seconds from their safety belts as the wall suddenly became the floor. The orbit of the sixth planet already lay far behind the ark, which seemed to be racing towards a point high over Mentack Nutai's pole. Time passed with agonizing slowness.

Kalymel inserted a data chip and for the ninth time began to study the illustrated description of the planet Mentack Nutai on the monitor. He already knew it almost by heart.

 

The extent of the icecaps at the poles are comparable with known Lemurian worlds (data from archives). The composition of the atmosphere corresponds to 98% of the ideal requirements for the Lemurian metabolism and is well within the recommended parameters for sustaining life. 50 % of the land masses and ocean surfaces have been surveyed (Survey not final.) The gravity is one-tenth above normal. The climate is rated as moderate. The sidereal day is 17.7 hours. The average temperature is 14 degrees Centigrade. The planet's axis is tilted at an angle of 12.8 degrees relative to its orbit around its sun, so seasons are weakly differentiated. In terms of its geological history, Mentack Nutai is an old world without rugged high mountains. Extensive forests, flat seas, deserts, and steppes along with swamps in the transitional areas highlight the planet on which we are making our stopover landing.

 

The images from the remote scanning were, as expected, unclear and often hidden under clouds. Kalymel shrugged and removed the chip.

They continued to wait. For an hour or more ...

"We're flying past the planet, Kalymel!" Rasturi exclaimed and fiddled excitedly with the seams of her spacesuit.

"That's intentional," Macaire said, shaking his head. "We're going into orbit. Wait, think of the gravitation of that huge mass!"

The pauses between meteorite strikes became shorter. The roaring impacts, whose reverberation made the entire ship tremble, made it clear that the cosmic bodies were not only more numerous but more massive. Again the absorbers went into action. The apparent straight line of the ship's trajectory bent and the curve of the alien world came into view once more from below in the vidscreen image.

Kalymel looked at the chronometer and said, "Close your helmets. Communicators on. Here we go."

He waited until the signal lights on his console went out. All the shuttle's hatches were closed and sealed. Then, on a signal from the control center, a gap opened in the hangar ceiling. The screeching and rumbling of bearings on the guide rails and the howling of the engines were lost in the overall noise. The lights flickered.

"Secure all safety harnesses and belts!"

The effect of the vacuum outside pulled the shuttle's hatches outward against their seals. The last control light on Kalymel's console went out. The valves of the air supply closed with a cracking sound. The air that escaped into space was transformed for brief moments into swirling crystals. Glaring sunlight flooded through the gap between the hangar doors as they slid away from each other, and produced strangely shaped, moving reflections on the walls and on the floor.

"Hang on!" Kalymel yelled over the communicator. "Check your belt fastenings!"

The Commander ignited the braking engines for the final orbital entry maneuver. There had not been any test, but the risk seemed worth it: Powerful pumps injected a portion of the water supply into engines glowing from the heat of the nuclear reactors. Highly compressed steam shot out at 15 places on the 126-meter wide leading edge of the ring opposite to the direction of flight. The speed of the particles was less than the effect of the absorbers, but the braking maneuver took longer.

During this delay, the hangar doors had completely opened. Kalymel pulled on a bright yellow switch. The jaws of the floor clamps snapped open and centrifugal force threw the shuttle horizontally out of the hangar.

As the stocky craft had passed halfway through the opening, the entire ringship seemed to tip, rear up, and deviate from its course to the side. A primordial roaring shook the metal framework of the OVIR and thundered through every room that still held air. The rectangular opening seemed to tilt, and some part of the shuttle's landing skid struck the edge. Then the OVIR EDANA was outside, turning slowly and starting to go into a spin. The vast surface of the planet spread out below the cockpit's windows. For a long moment Kalymel looked out at the curve of the horizon—or was it the layer of atmosphere that stood out diffusely from the black of space?

The four wings swung out and locked. What he saw next nearly stunned him. For the first time in his life he was confronted with a view of the actual starry sky with its glory of uncountable distant stars, glowing nebulae, and dark clouds. Fortunately, since the shuttle was turning around, the awesome vista did not have enough time to overwhelm him completely.

Kalymel made out the two parts of the Ship. Two parts? The shuttle fell heavily between them. Screams and curses howled from the loudspeakers. Kalymel turned them off and gave full thrust to all the engines.

He stared out the window and saw dust and rocky debris swirling on all sides, mixing with the enormous jets of steam from the Star of Hope's braking engines. The OVIR had been struck by a huge piece of rock and about a fifth of the Ring was missing. Box-like components and incredibly deformed black metal whirled around. A second shuttle shot ghost-like from out of the chaos and sped towards the planet.

The detached piece of the Ship had been knocked away from the course at a right angle and rapidly grew smaller. The Ring still rotated, lurching, with a section missing, and the water from the tanks continued to be transformed into white steam.

Kalymel brought the shuttle under control and once its orientation was stabilized, he struck a course for the center of the planetary surface, now too vast to see in one glimpse. Debris swirled around him. He thought he could see a stony meteor shining in the sunlight. The giant rock was surrounded by a cloud of hurtling debris and fragments, swiftly distancing themselves into the darkness of space.

The jets of steam suddenly stopped, all almost simultaneously. The forward edge of the ark was now horizontal, relative to the planet's surface, and appeared not only to rotate faster but also to twist and bend within its incomplete ring. Everything happened almost silently and with ghostly slowness. Kalymel observed the spectacle with cold terror. He could not accept what he saw as real. It had to be another nightmare. The shuttle dropped towards the planet with hardly perceptible speed.

Another part of the ring structure, perhaps a quarter, broke away and was thrown in the direction of the fall. Spinning over its axes. It followed the meteor that was now long out of sight. At that moment Kalymel was abruptly brought back to the real world by screams, blinking indicator lights, and the noise of the roaring engines. He saw out the corner of his eye a colossal, angular chunk of rock speeding out of brightness and shadow.

Within a single second, it struck the hull of the LEMCHA OVIR, dug a triangular hole fifty meters deep, and then, in a cloud of exploding debris, its path was altered by the impact and it shot off into space where it almost immediately disappeared.

Next to the point of impact, a huge chunk had been torn away from the Ship's structure. Kalymel realized what was happening. "Don't look at it!" he shouted. "Put your arms in front of your eyes!"

He bent over and covered his helmet visor with his forearms. A second later, the nuclear reactor exploded as it spun away and flooded space with a sun-bright, long-lasting flash of light. A titanic red and white fireball, with smoke and steam that spread with flaring brightness over yet more debris torn away from the ship and the halved ring. Even in the shuttle's cockpit, metal and plastic seemed to be transparent for long moments.

Kalymel had not looked into the core of the explosion, but it took some seconds before his eyes were functioning clearly again and he understood what he saw.

He pulled the shuttle's nose up over the curved section of the planet in front of the window, accelerated the braking engines to maximum, and slowed the EDANA's fall perceptibly. At last, all the instruments on his console seemed to be operating reliably. The spherical black thing with a diameter of just under 100 meters had separated from the ark's debris and fell unbraked into the swirling clouds that covered the planet's surface. The black sphere! Some kind of spaceship? He suppressed the thought. Forget it! That's utterly unimportant now! Survival is what matters.

Glowing, blazing, flaming, and mysterious, the sphere disappeared into the depths. Sunlight flooded into the shuttle cabin. The occupants clapped their dark visors down and as the shuttle tipped to the side, their cries rang out.

"Quiet!" he shouted. "Let me work!" He sensed that his exclamation had reduced the tension. He felt as though he could see bodies whirling inside the air-filled remnants of the Ship, struck by pieces of heavy equipment and crushed. It seemed to him completely unreal that he thought of the trees that had to endure autumn, winter, and death in the cold and vacuum of space within a few seconds. Generations had carefully tended them, had made use of their fruits, and were rewarded with oxygen, colorful foliage, and lumber. No more. Freeze-dried in space to crumbling dust!

Three fragments of the OVIR, he thought. They will drift eternally through space and never land. "Not even as burning debris," he murmured, and suddenly realized that tears were running down from his eyes and he still hadn't closed his spacesuit's helmet. The people inside the fragments were dying. The habitation sections were probably filled with injured and dead.

Two more landing shuttles filled with passengers had been ready to launch—what had happened to them? Had they been able to eject? The lights on the radio blinked frantically, but neither sounds nor words came out of the speakers.

Far ahead of him and below, he saw a shuttle wrapped in the exhaust flames, smoke, and steam of its engines. Judging by its tigroid coloring, it must be the LEMCHA PYXAL, piloted by Ascelin from West-Blue. He followed it on a parallel course, hoping not to lose sight of it. He leaned forward to see what was happening with the main section of the ark.

The instrument readings showed that the shuttles and the Ship were entering the upper layers of the atmosphere. Small scraps and fragments that were now completely in the power of the planet's gravity and their own high entry speed were starting to heat up. They glowed at their leading edges and trailed thin streams of smoke behind them. The remains of the OVIR's ring, hardly more than a third of what it was originally, was rotating slowly. It was also showing the first blazing effects of frictional heat as it headed for the planet's surface in a stable, aerodynamically supported but ultimately fatal angle of descent. A second nuclear explosion flared in one of the sections hurtling out hundreds of kilometers into the solar system.

A confused thought flickered through Kalymel's mind. We didn't have to give Lumena and Cada a space burial. Amias and Loris have just turned to dust in their sealed plastic tubes. Damn! Stardust ...

"May the Keeper preserve us!" Rasturi cried out. She sobbed uncontrollably.

His space helmet closed, Macaire remained apparently calm and testingly manipulated the controls to check the shuttle's condition.

Kalymel yanked his helmet visor down, engaged the pressure seal, and activated the air supply with a couple of quick hand movements. It made his vision worse because the transparent plastic had yellowed.

"O Legendor!" Rasturi exclaimed. "We're all going to die! If we had still been on ... "

"We're still alive!" Kalymel snapped defiantly. The exclamation relieved his inner tension. "And we're going to make a safe landing. That goes for you in the passenger compartment, too."

He did not expect a reply.

The shuttle somehow flew parallel to the main section of the ark, but lower and a few kilometers ahead. Kalymel all but dislocated himself as he searched for what was left of the ring. The shuttle flying ahead and below was now wrapped in a cocoon of fire, as had been expected, but did not seem to be having any difficulties as a result.

The partial ring glowed at every projecting edge and at every piece of metal that had been twisted by the devastation. Now, nightmarish streams of sparks, flames, steam, burning objects, and everything flammable that had been shaken out of the gashes torn into the ark's hull, accompanied the fall, smoldering and glowing. Slowly a field of ionized gas formed in front of the leading edge.

Radio contact? Kalymel wondered. Impossible. Anyone who is still alive has more important things to do. And so do I.

The images of the terrible events would later pursue him through hours of tortured dreams. He continued to decelerate and saw the white, foaming surface of a circular swirl of clouds in the direction of his descent. The last thing he saw, before the shuttle's nearly streamlined metal body disappeared for several long minutes in the burning sheath of flames, gave him reason to hope.

One of the never revealed secrets of the Ship's designers was the question of whether the Commander had an additional rescue capsule at his disposal. Now Kalymel saw—as if it were really important any longer!—a short, stubby cylinder separate from the forward edge of the ring. It had probably been blasted from its shaft by a modest explosive charge, and was now wrapped in a system of balloons and stabilizing wings that had emerged immediately.

"Have a good flight, Atubur Nutai!" Kalymel murmured.

For nearly an hour, Kalymel struggled with the atmosphere, the handling of the bucking shuttle, the engines, and his lack of skill. He alternated between gliding and braking phases, and not even for a second had the feeling that he had really mastered it. But—without knowing or even seeing it, he circled the planet one and a half times. Still with a large quantity of fuel left, he managed to retract the landing struts and put the shuttle down at a nearly level angle on what appeared to be the shore of an ocean or a huge lake.

The shuttle struck the water with a terrific jolt, disappeared in a gigantic spray, and bounced off the surface three times. The engines spewed flame and smoke. Enormous fountains of water and a torrent of falling drops wrapped the EDANA. Finally, it slid jerking, rocking, and with a horrible cracking and screeching, several hundred further meters over a sandy beach to the edge of a forest.

Calm.

Stillness.

Silence.

Kalymel forced himself to activate the indicators and, with Macaire's help, compared the composition of the atmosphere with the air that they had been breathing since their births. Only then did he open his helmet, Rasturi's suit, and the shuttle's hatch.

"We're alive," he said. Then he pushed the hatch door aside and climbed down the ladder. He stood up to his knees in his own sweat. His entire body trembled, down to his fingertips. He looked around his new surroundings half blind, uncomprehending, unable to form a clear thought. Then he helped Rasturi, who seemed just as blankly unable to understand, down the ladder. When she stood next to him and started to speak, a muffled bang shook the air and the ground beneath their feet trembled slightly.

Kalymel looked over at the edge of the forest, which stood like a green wall. The occupants of the passenger compartment, smeared with vomit and their faces ash-gray, came shakily and confused down the ladders and stared at the battered and scorched hull of the shuttle.

"We've landed," Kalymel choked out, swaying on his feet. "And we will never, ever take off again from Mentack Nutai. Look around and do something that makes sense."

Icy weakness clutched his knees. He reached for a strut, slid slowly to the ground, and sat there, closer to death than to a new life, on the dry grass that grew in the thin sand. His first deliberate breath almost made him pass out. He yawned, fell over to one side, and did not even feel Rasturi's hands on his face.

Despairing screams pulled him upright.

The shuttle had emptied out in the meantime. The occupants stood unsteadily in the burned grass and stared up into the sky. Kalymel and Rasturi lifted their heads and saw long, glowing white trails of smoke that shot down from the blue sky and the clouds, thread-thin and slightly bent. There were some thick trails where Kalymel thought he saw dark points at the leading edges. They shot through the bright, vast speckled blue with the smoking signs of final destruction. Kalymel murmured despairingly, "That's the debris of our Ship ... "

He leaned back against the soot-covered side of the shuttle, whose metal was crackling as it cooled off. Every face that stared at him was full of fear, terror, and helplessness. Kalymel gathered all his self-control and attempted to express some rational thoughts.

All the passengers had left the shuttle. They stood in the grass and between low bushes, staring with hollow eyes into the blue of the sky and watched with uncomprehending looks as the clouds formed and flowed. Low, rustling sounds came from the tangle of plants, twittering and more rustling came out of the forest. No one spoke, some wept, others looked out at the distant surf or the nearby forest. They breathed the strange air blankly and without thinking, or sat around helplessly, as though they were waiting for some new catastrophe. Several women had thrown themselves to the ground and buried their faces in their arms. Their bodies were shaken by soundless sobbing. A group of men with pale faces stood as though paralyzed. The seeming endlessness of the landscape and the sky confused them, smashed the conceptions of the way things should be that they had held all their lives. This, at least for a short time, had driven away the terror of the OVIR's destruction.

Kalymel gathered his thoughts as best he could, stood up, and went to Rasturi. She stood unmoving in the trampled grass and looked at him as though he were a stranger. He took her hand, embraced her, and felt her tremble. Suddenly she threw her arms around him, pressed him close to her, and began to sob.

He stroked her hair helplessly. "We're alive, darling," he murmured. "We'll manage it. I know ... everything is terribly strange. Don't be afraid—I'm with you."

Once more he could not believe his own words. He slowly drew Rasturi into the shadow of the shuttle, whose metal still crackled as it cooled.

The sun drifted between crystal-white clouds. A swarm of strange creatures with long wings flew towards the sea. Are these those so-called 'birds'?" Gigantic Hummers? Time seemed to stretch out into endlessness as a warm wind carrying unknown odors with it blew from out of the forest and moved the tips of the grass as though an invisible, giant hand gently stroked it.

"Not everyone in the Star of Hope will be dead," Kalymel finally said to the others in the group, after a small eternity of numbness and amazement that he was alive and the environment around him had not begun to kill him. "Let's first try to live through the next few days. I suggest that we get everything that's useful out of the EDANA. Maybe it will be able to take off again. Don't just stand around—let's get started!"

"What should we do?" asked a Kebroid.

"Where should we start?" Macaire took off his spacesuit and looked around. "And with what? Fire? Get water? Something to eat ... ?"

"I'm not the Commander," Kalymel said with the last of his strength. "We'll search for other survivors later."

He let Rasturi help him out of his spacesuit and wondered what fruits they would find and how they would go about hunting animals—going after living, fleeing, or attacking meat. They did not even have a large pot in which to boil water.

A second, larger swarm of birds with sickle-shaped wings circled low over the crash site. Majestically, slowly, hundreds of white bodies with red-black wings flew above the strip of land between the low surf, the stretch of swamp, and the nearby forest. The sight calmed Kalymel only slightly; he still did not have any eye for the beauty of the world on which he and Rasturi had been stranded. Later he remembered the radio and climbed into the cockpit to call Ascelin, the pilot of the PYXAL.

 

Thousands of Menttia, who had been gamboling in swarms in the highest levels of the sunlight-filled gas shell, heard the subsonic rumbling with which disaster announced its coming. Strangers never known before, energy never absorbed before, came from the edges of the solar system towards the planet. A colossus from the depths of space that could injure the planet, was reaching out towards the home world. Excitement seized the energy beings.

They glided and buzzed, long drawn-out spindles, like fish of the air, through the gas shell. They made their way to the planet's hemisphere towards which the mass of the leviathan in the ecliptic of the eleven worlds was heading. They crowded more closely together on their way downwards through calm and turbulent layers of air. A kind of energy osmosis took place in which the beings melted together into a collective intelligence.

Their thoughts, perceptions, and actions took place like those of a single, autonomous being, increased by the abilities of thousands of reasoning cells. Their senses and cognitive faculties were sharpened by the experiences of centuries.

—The gigantic metal body is filled with living creatures. They wanted to land on our world, but the asteroids have torn the space vehicle apart, and killed many beings.—

The collective entity followed the flight paths of the three largest fragments, from which more debris separated during the blazing finale. The Menttia remembered their world's first visitors. Many individual beings still lived who had been alive during that terrible time; some exuded their memories of a ghastly, long, drawn-out struggle. The vast swarm, virtually invisible in the glaring sunlight, sank down towards the planet's surface. Other physical information flashed through the mass intelligence and was transformed into abstract thought patterns.

—The enemies from the past have remembered our world and what they left behind. First we will observe them. Then perhaps we will feel ourselves obligated to act accordingly.—

The sun was the mother who nursed them and the shining source of their strength. They could feed on large portions of the solar radiation spectrum that reached the planet, along with much of the radiation that came from beyond the sun. Invisible, with the sun behind them, they followed the long trails of smoke, steam, and debris that accompanied the crash, and began to circle the crater that marked the point of impact. The destruction of the metal ring lessened the fear that they felt as a consequence of the memories—these were not armed enemies who had attacked their world, but apparently the pathetic victims of an accident.

—We will watch what the strangers do. They come from the depths of space and possibly bring with them, neither knowingly nor intentionally, malignant germs to our world.—

The Menttia of the Sand Surf, several million flame-shaped individual beings, floated in the air in which they were born and in which they reproduced. They knew that they were visible above the surface of the planet, but almost never on a sun-bright day like this. Those newly arrived visitors, confused and distraught as they were, would perhaps make out ghostly, transparent beings in lightning-fast movements, but nothing more.

—Wait. Bide our time. Observe. And react cautiously.—

Above the startled flocks of birds that circled over the main crash site, a gigantic swarm of transparent energy beings spun like a slow, silent, and invisible tornado.
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The Castaways

 

The muffled roaring of the ultra-light engines faded away. The blackness of normal space replaced the flickering of hyperspace. The PALENQUE and then the LAS-TOOR came out of the hyperjump near the red sun, high above the system's ecliptic. Omer Driscol and Sharita Coho worked until they were sweating. The braking engines began to roar as the PALENQUE gradually approached the fifth planet in direct sublight flight.

The hyperdetection routine for approaching a solar system was running. Eleven planets appeared one after the other in the hyperdetection holo. As more detailed information was received, the more attention was concentrated on the fifth planet.

"Distance twenty-five million kilometers," Driscol reported. The planet dominated the main holo: three airless moons circled it in the light of the large red sun. Between the orbits of the seventh and eighth planets stretched an unusually extensive asteroid belt. The density, frequency, and characteristics of the particle traces in a narrow gravitational corridor told another story. Within a few seconds, Perry Rhodan believed he knew what must have happened.

As the control center filled with crew members and the Akonian cruiser's hyperdetection confirmed the observations, Rhodan turned to the commander. Driscol busied himself with the close-range detection, his excitement growing.

"This position corresponds to the starting point of the hyperdetection impulses," Rhodan said. "But there are only traces, no sign of an ark."

Just then, a signal sounded. "Total collapse of the paratron defense shield!" Huang Lee exclaimed.

"What's the meaning of that?" Coho demanded.

Bent over his console, Lee did not reply. His fingers danced frantically over the controls, as though he could bring them back to life by sheer willpower.

The PALENQUE was on approach in a wide orbit. A moment later, the LAS-TOOR confirmed the same interference. The message had not finished when the braking engines stuttered and also shut down.

"Proton-beam impulse engines have no power!"

Coho sounded the alarm. Kurd Brodbeck, the chief engineer, looked up from his console. "Fifty percent of the power is being drained from the metagrav engines. I don't understand it—it's some outside influence! I can't detect any concentrated rays or a tapping beam. It's as though the energy is disappearing without a trace into a higher dimension!"

"Strange. Understood."

For a fraction of a second, some rows of display elements on almost all the consoles flickered. The Syntron attempted to analyze the interference.

"Then it's impossible for our ship to land on the planet for the time being," the commander concluded. "The situation is serious. An unknown force has paralyzed our ship. Try to determine the cause of the system failures. Unusual conditions apparently predominate in this nebula."

"Someone or something wants to keep us away," Rhodan said. "As long as we don't know what's paralyzing us, we're forced to remain passive. We've emerged from hyperspace into the middle of a mystery."

"I've got something!" Driscol exclaimed half a minute later. "Surface detection on the day side. Conspicuous metal concentrations that clearly stand out from their surroundings. Could be of artificial origin—or ore deposits?"

"Metal?" Sharita echoed. "This is a planet for the crawlers. Two teams could launch! In a few hours we'll have data collected about the size of the system and the planets. Do the metal concentrations have anything to do with our loss of energy?"

The emergency systems had been activated. The microcameras transmitted everything that was happening to all parts of the ship. There were no communications signals, nothing that stood out, and nothing that could explain the mysterious power drain. The planet in the main holo rotated unchanged, almost imperceptibly slowly, half-lit by sunlight.

"There's nothing in the metal concentrations that could steal our power," Driscol said after a few minutes. "They aren't structured. They aren't devoid of energy either, but our power is flowing somewhere else."

Rhodan shook his head. "Or did we fly into an interference zone in the Ochent Nebula again? Let's wait a little while—we should take a look at the planet with the Space-Jet anyway. Without running any risks. Just a small crew. Do you have any better readings on those metal masses, Omer? You're sure they aren't some kind of installations robbing us of our energy?"

"Quite sure. Nothing out of the ordinary. But no reading that corresponds to the size of a landed ark."

"Can you determine how long they've been there?"

"Not precisely. Ten days? A month? Probably no more than fifty days." The hyperdetection specialist shrugged.

"Evidence?"

"Syntron projections on the basis of the initial data. There are signs of recent movements and changes down below."

Rhodan looked around. The eyes and minds of the control center crew were focused on the images in the holos and their possible meaning. The Syntrons were processing enormous quantities of data and had already made some of it clear. The energy of the throttled engines continued to flow away but with no clue as to where. The rest of the ship's support systems operated flawlessly. Two crawler teams, V—the Dumas trio—and VIII, reported ready for the operation.

The commander gave it three seconds thought. "The ark and possibly other arks are important to us," she said with an impassive face but flashing eyes. "But when a planet so obviously invites us, we should acknowledge the opportunity. It'll be twice the work, but possibly triple the success. So, crawlers, take a look around without attracting too much attention."

"We will, by all the buried treasure in the Galaxy," came the reply from the loudspeakers.

Alemaheyu Kossa activated the crawlers' transponders and went on stand-by status. Two or three minutes of deep silence followed.

Then Kurd Brodbeck, the gaunt Olympian, switched into the real-time transmission. "It won't surprise anyone if I say that we won't find an ark that landed directly on the planet's surface, but probably a detachable landing system—or something like that. The overall structure was split apart and landed in at least four different places. Significant heat source: down below, north of the coast. There's a fire burning that's the only one in this hemisphere. Remember the NETHACK ACHTON's landing shuttles."

"I see. I suspect that, too." Rhodan nodded to Harriett Hewes and Denetree, who had just now come out of the antigrav shaft. "And that signal was transmitted by some mysterious process. The transmitter was possibly triggered automatically. That's my opinion, anyway. So I'm going to take a look. Would you like to come along, Denetree? Your help would be indispensable."

"I would like nothing better. Thank you, Perry Rhodan." Denetree was momentarily both embarrassed and excited. "Right away."

"Meet me in the Space-Jet hangar in twenty minutes," Rhodan said.

Denetree waited for a glance and an approving nod from the commander before she ran to the antigrav shaft.

"It's something you'll need me with you for," announced Isaias Shimon, the exobiologist. The tall, blue-eyed man, who had been born in the Large Magellanic Cloud and had an incredible life story behind him, grinned self-consciously. "Magellanites like me are the best professionals for a job like this."

"Perhaps the ark inhabitants down there will need my medical help," Hyman Mahal offered. "I'd gladly come along. Sharita?"

"Permission granted, Dr. Mahal," she told the ship's physician.

Rhodan stood up and nodded to Mahal and Shimon. He became aware of the same controlled excitement around him that had also gripped him. "We shouldn't take any risks. Four men are enough for the first trip. Sorry, three men and a woman. And we do have the additional support of two crawler teams."

"I'll transfer the data to the Space-Jet Syntron," Driscol announced. "That's so you won't wander around blindly down there and search endlessly."

"Thanks, Omer." Rhodan gave him an archaic military salute. "And what are our Akonian friends doing to contribute to solving this mystery of the past? Or more likely the mystery of our common ancestors?"

Grinning, Omer pointed to the wide holo-display above the communications console. There, Commander Jere von Baloy, Echkal cer Lethir, the first officer, and Solina Tormas could be seen in the background of the view of the LAS-TOOR's bridge. It gave the impression that the approach to the planet and the energy-draining emergency had awakened them from a very deep sleep. The short-statured Ma-Techten cer Lethir seemed to be extremely dissatisfied with this development; his expression betrayed hidden anger and considerable discontent. Most likely, Rhodan thought, he was not alone in the opinion that a great deal of trouble could be expected from cer Lethir. Perhaps more than just that.

 

When the alarm sounded sharply through the LAS-TOOR's control center, it tore First Officer cer Lethir straight out of his contour seat. His first thought was of the Terrans. Ever since the start they had tried to deceive them—had they concocted some new dirty trick? He raised his head and looked up at the commander, who had certainly registered the shock of the power drain but did not seem at all disturbed.

"We are flying through a region of the Galaxy in which such incidents are to be expected," Echkal cer Lethir heard him say, with almost unnatural calmness.

Therso Oe ta Acenusk checked the fire-readiness of the ship's guns and raised a hand. "Complete system failure here, too, Maphan."

Then the PALENQUE called and reported that they were also affected by similar interference. Shaking his head, the First Techten listened as Jere von Baloy spoke in a casual tone with the Terran commander. He believed the Terran without checking her statements. What naive foolishness—Echkal cer Lethir could not believe it. The Maphan turned around on his podium and pointed to the historian in the lower ring of the control center. "We'll contribute a Shift with a picked crew, Sharita Coho. And of course, Terran, you may make use of Solina Tormas's comprehensive knowledge. Ameda Fayard, our ship's archaeologist, wants nothing more than to discover fascinating ruins, which in all probability don't exist. And our best Shift pilots, Arsis Tachim and Kealil Ron, launch in fifteen minutes. I will prepare the team for all eventualities."

"Thank you, Maphan," Rhodan replied.

Echkal cer Lethir bent his right arm and absent-mindedly rubbed the sleeve on the fabric of his trousers. What was this overeager obedience? It was wise to send their best people; it was not wise to simply offer them to the Terrans as though it were the most natural thing in the world. The commander should hold back at least a little from the Terrans, just to make it clear to them how valuable the offer was!

And it was risky, almost madness, to trust Sharita Coho in particular. She would have long since driven them off if her ship had only had enough firepower.

Echkal stared silently at the hologram that showed the opposing commander and Perry Rhodan. He still could not understand it, but he managed to maintain his self-control. All the virtues that he believed in seemed to be worth nothing any more.

The historic values and their significance no longer held sway. He had accepted that as early as when he was training. But they still existed, especially on colonial worlds and among the families of the old, lesser nobility. Pride in the conviction that former enemies were by no means new friends simply because the spirit of the times would have it so. Echkal's uncertainty grew as he observed how it was easy for people of the higher nobility to behave correctly yet still leap the barriers between Akon and Terra. He did not trust some of the others in the LAS-TOOR's crew even though they probably had unblemished characters. But what if this energy drain was the work of the Terrans? That was a possibility they should at least consider, and if it became a certainty, they—or he, Echkal cer Lethir—would have to act.

Jere von Baloy apparently believed that the sudden energy loss had as much—or as little—significance as did Rhodan and Sharita Coho. "We will find the source of the outside influence, Commander Coho," he said casually. "Together we are invincible. The ark, the planet, and these events promise exciting insights and important discoveries which we will exchange with each other."

"Certainly," Rhodan agreed. "After all, down where the ark crashed, something is lying in wait that forced a proud Akonian cruiser and ship full of seasoned professionals into an orbit not of our choosing. Whatever it is, I'm anticipating all kinds of surprises, both simple and challenging."

The Akonian signed off. "Have a good flight and a problem-free landing."

"The same for us all!"

 

The Space-Jet, two crawlers, and the Akonian multi-purpose vehicle commonly referred to as a Shift launched about ten minutes later. Without any hindrance, they flew the twenty million kilometers separating them from their intended destinations.

Under its oxygen atmosphere, the planet's clouds, expanses of ocean, islands, and continents of the world lay half in sunlight, half in the darkness of the nightside. There were no clusters of lights and no radio signals, neither active smoking volcanoes nor missiles whose warheads were aimed at the four space vehicles. At appropriate distances from each other, and at about the same speed, they approached the locations where concentrations of metal had been detected.

 

The First Officer of the LAS-TOOR, Ma-Techten Echkal cer Lethir, bent over his console and systematically called up the holos that displayed his ship's status. He studied them systematically, searching for clues as to what had caused the loss of power.

Just what was going on? Only a short time before, all the systems had been operating perfectly. Now the LAS-TOOR was practically without any propulsion and drifting towards the planet. All the energy disappeared without a trace before it reached the engines.

"But why didn't all the systems fail?" he demanded, expressing his helplessness out loud.

He looked around the control center. Commander Jere von Baloy sat on the uppermost level, apparently unexcited. Next to him, under the dome, was the pilot who was also studying the displayed data. Both men conversed in low tones. Why did they stay so calm? Had they somehow been expecting an incident like this? Echkal had long suspected that the Maphan was withholding important information from him.

He broke off his useless activity and forced himself to think things over, coolly and clearly. Whether he felt the Terrans were good people or not, it was completely irrelevant to evaluating the situation. The deliberate energy loss was a fact, however. Who could partially paralyze a spaceship if not the Terrans? There was no one else even close who had the required knowledge. With this in mind, he was unable to accept these events as calmly as the Maphan.

"Let's wait and see," he murmured to himself. "It's only just started. But by Mikandol's Stars, everything could change within seconds."

His thoughts raced. The Terrans ... could they really be the cause? They would have to have far greater resources at their disposal than had been assumed up to now. Their science ... Echkal's train of thought came to a sudden stop. There was a Terran on board the LAS-TOOR. A scientist, Hartich van Kuespert, who was allowed to stay in Echkal's own stylishly furnished officer's cabin.

The hyperphysicist was sitting just as calmly in front of his console and studying the indicators for the secondary and life-support systems. The "hostage" from the PALENQUE also did not seem to sense any danger to the ship. Echkal's thoughts were full of distrust; he could not interpret the Terran's unruffled arrogance any more than he could his overly friendly behavior. But perhaps his judgment was wrong in this case as well.

I'll keep an eye on the hyperphysicist. Perhaps he will betray himself. Perhaps I will learn where our precious energy is going!

Including the Terran hostage, forty-two men and women should have been in a state of frantic activity. The hopelessness of the situation gnawed at Echkal's nerves, since he feared worse things would happen with the ship's energy supply and that a catastrophe was looming.

"Our course?" he asked himself, then called up the pilot's holo on his own console and checked the readings. He exhaled in relief: the LAS-TOOR would go into a flawless, wide-ranging orbit above the fifth planet's equator.

He sank back in his seat and stared into emptiness. No one was agitated; each member of the control center crew accepted the event as a given of the Universe. Within Echkal cer Lethir grew an urge to leap up and start giving sensible orders in order to eliminate the silent chaos.

As he seethed internally, he looked in to the large, near-range detection hologram. He watched as the Akonian Shift, the Terrans' Space-Jet, and the two so-called "crawlers" left orbit around the planet and headed for the surface. Two of the three moons followed their courses over the curvature of the horizon.

 

—They resemble the enemies of the past!—

The swarm of Menttia of the Moons' Realm had discovered first two, then five metal bodies that approached the planet like meteors. In contact with the Menttia of the Sand Surf, they absorbed images, sounds, and odors that had originated with the strangers who had reached the soil of the planet.

—Are these the same ones? Or their descendants? Or similar beings?—

—Let us wait and observe. Stop time and the motion of their metal ships!—

The Menttia of the Moons' Realm gathered together, processed the information, and climbed easily but determinedly to the levels of the gas layer in which pure sunlight fell upon them. The gas particles, which had been chemically altered and were few in number, did not block the view of the strangers. Feelers of energy, thinner than threads, stretched out over vast distances into the depths of the great spheres. They felt for energy concentrations and networks, detected the compact nature of the energy, and seized it. From the artificial caverns, hollow spaces, and this or that torus, the energy flowed out of the ships, into the gigantic swarm, and erased the hunger of hundreds of thousands. With the precision of endless years of experience, the Menttia seized only the most important portion, of the energy that was produced. With their atomic eyes they saw to it that the beings on the two ships were not endangered but merely incapable of doing anything.

—The small spacecraft?—

—Do not interfere with them. Wait and observe. Certainty is still lacking.—

The Menttia of the Moons' Realm floated at a short distance from the strangers' spaceships in the zone between the fringes of the atmosphere and open space. They observed and waited, for the strangers, even if they dared, could not make use of their weapons. By exchanging memories with other swarms, the Menttia could visualize the appearance of the strangers, and regretted not being able to read their minds.

 

Perry Rhodan sat in the pilot's seat of the Space-Jet and, in silent concentration, enjoyed every moment of the flight in the discus-shaped craft. Ever since the layover on the planet Maahkora, it had stood in the PALENQUE's hangar where it had been maintained with absolute perfection. As was plainly visible, it showed virtually no signs of use and in fact only had a few light-years in its log. The Space-Jet reflected the latest fleet design specifications: it was a capable and robust model, equipped for performance rather than luxury. All the detection systems were activated; the occupants carried beamers at their belts, the Space-Jet's shields and light weaponry were primed and thoroughly tested.

Rhodan and his companions wore light, Syntron-supported standard spacesuits without antigrav-backpacks. Apparently the four members of the GEAMC partnership that owned the PALENQUE had not wanted to pay for the most modern and thus most expensive suits. The backpack propulsion units were stowed in the storage hold next to the airlock.

The small crew concentrated on both their duties and the images of the planet's surface beneath the clouds, over which shadows glided.

"There's something in the air here," Rhodan murmured. "I can just about smell it. And it's more than a landed ark."

The Space-Jet went into a slow descent. How many times had Rhodan approached planets this way? With each passing minute, the arrangement of land and water beneath the drifting clouds grew clearer.

Rhodan looked to the left, then to the right. Crawlers V and VIII escorted the Space-Jet at increasing distances. Off to the far right, the massive, turtle-like Akonian Shift headed towards the planet's surface. Beyond the arching horizon, Moon III rose into full view in the sunlight. All the com channels within the entire spectrum were switched on and ready to receive ... nothing.

Rhodan temporarily deactivated the continuous com connection with the PALENQUE, which he estimated to be now going behind the planet's night side. "I don't know what's waiting for us down there, but we'll stay in constant contact with the ships and the other teams," he said to his companions. His index finger ran along the details of the preliminary hyperdetection readings in the hologram. The enlargement showed a seacoast, some islands, a wide strip of land, and in a northerly direction, vast, hilly forests of lush green. Long strings of birds with huge, yellow-blue wings stretched out along the coast searching for prey over the ocean.

"Two targets ahead," Shimon said lowly.

"Acknowledged," the physician replied.

The spacesuits were equipped with expedition gear: multi-purpose tools, spotlights, Syntron cameras, emergency rations, and handbeamers. Rhodan did not anticipate direct attacks and firefights, but there could be serious incidents nonetheless. He steered the Space-Jet in a wide curve towards the two detection traces on the horizon. The course took them into the night zone from the east, with the sea on the left and they gradually approached the metal objects while decreasing in altitude. The Space-Jet had the morning sun behind it.

"Landing craft," the exobiologist said seconds later. "Shuttles or something like that. And huts in between them!"

"Many from the ark have survived, then!" Denetree looked deeply into the enlarged image, and only raised her head as the speed of descent had slowed even further and a direct view was possible. Silent and intent, the Space-Jet's occupants took in the scene that could now be made out below and ahead of the almost motionless craft.

A large landing shuttle, metal-colored with prominent green ornamental stripes, had come in over the sea from the left. It had dug a wide trench in the sandy, graveled ground, and stopped abruptly in a patch of burned vegetation. The seashore was about 500 meters away; a calm surf rolled up to the beach. The second shuttle was a virtually identical model, though striped black and white like a zebra's coat. Apparently it had landed at a different time and in a more conventional way, since there were no skidmarks in the ground. Its engines had also set fire to grass and bushes. The shuttles stood about 150 meters apart from each other, their hatches open and showing obvious signs of heat damage to the hulls.

About three dozen crude huts had been assembled between the landing site and the edge of the forest. They cast long, bizarre shadows. Plant fronds, thin stems and branches, plastic tarpaulins, and thin ropes held the ramshackle structures together. They offered shade but little protection from wind and rain.

"External temperature 22 degrees Celsius in the early morning," Rhodan said. "We're landing. There, at the edge of the burned area."

Humming, the Space-Jet sank down on its landing struts. Clouds of ash billowed up. Some Lemurian descendants poured out of their shelters, shaded their eyes from the sun, and stared at the Space-Jet. Several dozen survivors ran away in panic and hid in the bushes. Others waited, uncertain and fearful. Then some Lemurians waved and came hesitantly closer. Within a few minutes, about 75 individuals had finally gathered. Many others did not dare come very close.

Hyman Mahal checked the air analysis readings. "The remote scans were correct. It's a highly compatible composition. We can breathe it without any worries."

Rhodan raised his arm, waved back, and switched on the com system. All checks showed complete operational readiness. "Sharita! Maphan von Baloy!" he said into the microphone of his headset. "We've found two shuttles and their passengers. Looks suspiciously like a crash landing. How's your reception?"

"We can see and hear you perfectly," Driscol replied. "Don't worry about it. Was the second blip actually another shuttle?"

"We'll find out in a few minutes," Rhodan said, and deactivated his seat's restraining field. "We're going outside."

 

The Menttia of the Sand Surf watched as the two angular, massive metal bodies were joined by a third that came to a stop on spider-leg supports. The strangers, who had for three dozen day and night changes behaved helplessly and unaggressively, ran around in confusion. Two figures—almost identical in appearance with the earlier arrivals except for skin color—climbed out of the small space vehicle that shone silver-gray in the morning sun.

—Are they as harmless as the others?—

—They are different strangers. They behave as though they are waiting.—

—Waiting, as are we!—

—Let us continue to observe what the visitors do. We have separated a small group. They cannot do anything to us!—

For hundreds of generations, the Menttia had known they were all but invisible in sunlight to all creatures of their home world. They formed into a lens-shaped disc and began to circle over the meeting of the strangers, several thousand feet above the strip of land between sea and forest. They had been observing the castaways for a long time—and time was something, like energy, that they possessed in massive amounts.

 

Rhodan received the call while climbing down the Space-Jet's narrow exit ladder. He stopped and pressed the tiny speaker deeper into his ear.

"Rhodan here. I'm listening."

"Kealil Ron," a voice said in Akonian from the speaker. "I'm calling the Terran Space-Jet commanded by Perry Rhodan."

"I'm listening," Rhodan repeated.

The Shift pilot switched to Intercosmo. "We've found two sections or fragments of the ark. A lot of survivors, many injured. We're flying there now and hoping we can help them. It's about 300 kilometers from you, to the northeast of your position."

"Understood." Rhodan climbed the rungs back into the Space-Jet's cockpit.

Shimon watched as Ron sent them the coordinates of the ark remnants' location along with macroholos of the landscape. The two Space-Jet occupants looked at the holo-displays on their consoles and tried to make out features in the small image. Rhodan considered the details of the damaged, fragmentary section of the ark. "It must have crashed during the attempted landing of the shuttles."

Rhodan and Shimon left the Space-Jet with open spacesuits and walked towards the Lemurians. The morning air was cool and smelled slightly of seawater and heated metal. After a few steps, Rhodan saw that he had been correct in his assumption. At least as far as his deduction that each ark had different conditions on board. The closer he came to the group, the more it became evident that mutations had occurred during the many Lemurian generations. He looked into black and white striped faces, noticed horn-like patches on the dark skin and saw albino-like survivors with white manes and black knuckles. Among the many dark-skinned men and women there were a few individuals with reptilian skin on their heads instead of hair. He gently took Denetree's arm and nudged her a step forward. "Tell them who we are and ask what happened. If a former ark-inhabitant speaks with them, it will help build mutual trust."

"I understand, Perry," she replied. "Of course."

He listened as Denetree greeted the survivors in their own language. They immediately crowded around her. Rhodan, Shimon, and Dr. Mahal listened; only rarely now did they need the help of their translation units. The Picosyn in Rhodan's wristband and the central unit communicated via hypercom with the PALENQUE's Syntron; every word was stored in the central translator memory. At first the Lemurians all tried to talk at once, then a slender man of about forty stepped forward, gathered his courage, and began to speak.

"I am Kalymel, the pilot of the shuttle OVIR EDANA. Since the crash we haven't known what we should do. Stay here, build houses, go hunting—things we have no experience in. Or should we admit that it's hopeless and simply give up? This is how you find us ... Where do you come from?"

"From far away. From Terra. We look similar to you," Rhodan added, choosing his words carefully in order to avoid detailed explanations. "You and we—we both have a thousand questions to answer. You don't need to be afraid of us."

"We ... we have no experience with strangers," Kalymel said. "We were always in the Ship. The LEMCHA OVIR. Did you see how many ran away? Some of us are afraid of you."

"There is no reason to be," Rhodan assured him. "You should be as curious as we are." He indicated the shuttles. "Your landing craft seem to be still usable. We have found a wreck that is probably your ship. We call it an 'ark,'. We don't think it can ever take off again."

The mutated Lemurian's expression showed Rhodan that Kalymel had judged the situation as realistically as possible and, despite his confusion, he was trying to display calm determination.

Kalymel shook his head slowly. "I don't think so, either. How could it? With what? You must have seen how the great rock tore the Ship ... er, the 'ark' apart."

"We will help you as much as we can," Rhodan said. "We have many questions to ask you. At any rate, we've found you and other pieces of the LEMCHA OVIR have been located as well."

"How do you know the name of the Star of Hope?"

"From the data of another ark, a different ship. It's complicated. Let's stick with the important problems for now. Do you have enough supplies to survive?"

"For a few more days. We are searching for the remains of the ship."

"We've found that for you. You should join the other survivors. But that can wait a while longer."

The joy that greeted Rhodan's suggestion was evident but cautious. Then the Lemurian mutant, Technon, and shuttle pilot Kalymel and his comrades Ascelin and Macaire described the last hours of the ark. They pointed to the damaged shuttles and concluded their story: "We don't have any radio contact with the Ship. Ascelin, the shuttle pilot from Quadrant West-Blue, was able to take off a second time and land here with 81 people. As for other survivors who are stranded on Mentack Nutai, we don't know anything."

The other Lemurians were gradually losing their fear of the strangers. They began to let their curiosity show. A thousand questions hung unasked in the air.

The Lemurian that Rhodan spoke differed only a little from the language of the ark-inhabitants. Shimon absent-mindedly twisted the ends of his brown moustache as he listened. He observed in fascination the colors and forms of the conspicuous mutations; for almost all Lemurians, the dark color of their skin was predominant. Rhodan realized that he was facing members of a people that had long been absorbed into galactic evolution. Like Denetree, the people in the two arks were the last living Lemurians. At some point Denetree would also realize this, probably at the worst possible moment, and it would plunge her into hopeless despair again. I won't confront her with this fact, Rhodan thought. "We were horrified that we could only find wreckage from your ship," he said. "There's at least one other place on ... what do you call this planet?"

"Nutai's Destiny. Our commander named the red sun Ichest."

Stopover, Rhodan thought.

The shuttle pilot pointed up into the sky. "The seventh planet is Ovir's Nexas, the sixth is Lemcha's Reabion. For the moons, which most of us are afraid of, we don't have any names yet."

"Ovir's Lighthouse and Lemcha's Island ... " Rhodan said half to himself, then went on. "Our other groups have found survivors and at least one large fragment of the OVIR. We'll soon know more. So the ark broke apart during landing?"

"I had just taken off in the shuttle when an asteroid struck the OVIR." The rays from the low sun reflected iridescently from the scales on the parts of Kalymel's body that were like a snake's skin. "It was probably two asteroids. But everything happened too fast. I saw some debris from the ship flying off with the asteroids."

"We will find out more," Rhodan replied.

Over an almost smokeless fire, dozens of water-filled containers of various sizes stood on a metal grid. Rhodan realized that the survivors did not have adequate equipment; there was apparently not even a kettle or container that was large enough. Shuttles aren't vehicles for major expeditions, he said to himself and spoke a message into his wristband unit.

After a low-voiced comment from Hyman Mahal, whose half-bald head glistened with thick drops of sweat, Denetree asked if the survivors needed medical assistance. Then she turned to Rhodan and the physician. "They've helped themselves with the shuttle's emergency supplies. There aren't any serious injuries."

"Are you armed?" Rhodan asked Kalymel. "Are there dangerous animals? Or other dangers that you've already encountered?"

"We hear loud cries from the forest," Kalymel replied, "mostly at night. We haven't dared venture in very far as yet. Two kinds of berries and one kind of tree fruit are edible, and so far no one has gotten sick. We are sufficiently armed."

Macaire nudged Kalymel. "When we know where the wreck of the ship is, we will find our Naahk. The commander, the 'Star Seeker' Atubur Nutai. He will tell us what we must do."

"We'll help you with the search, I promise," Rhodan said. "We'll also be glad to help you with emergency rations from our spacecraft." In a corner of his thoughts he was still surprised that the two crawlers, the Shift, and the Space-Jet could still function without any limitations. Since neither Sharita Coho nor the Maphan had sent any warnings, the situation had apparently remained stable.

Rhodan rested his hand on the shoulder of Kalymel. "A few of your people should help us unload food supplies. We'll come back. First we'll fly to the other fragments of the LEMCHA OVIR."

"How is it that you, the young woman, and your little wristband unit speak our language?" Kalymel asked.

Rhodan smiled. He had the impression that, despite everything, some of the former ark inhabitants looked at the forced stay on Mentack Nutai as newly gained freedom and showed little sign of depression. Still, they were in need of assistance. The emergency shelters showed their builders lacked the capability to adapt quickly. But they worked, made an effort, showed they could rise to the challenge. There were probably still many sufficiently intact living quarters within the wreck.

He shrugged. "It's a long and rather involved story. We'll talk about it when we've seen the other crash sites. How many days and nights has it been since your landing?"

"Thirty-five, maybe thirty-six days."

On board the PALENQUE, they had estimated a longer period of time. Rhodan thought of the hyperdetection signal. "Please help the ark people," he said to Denetree. "Isaias and Hyman will show you where the emergency supplies are. Meanwhile I'll ask the others what they've found out."

"Right away, Perry," Denetree replied. "I haven't quite understood yet what happened to the second ark. All I know is that they've more-or-less decided to go on living here."

"It's much too soon to make any plans for that," Rhodan said as the group walked across the burned ground to the Space-Jet. Ashes flew up with each step. The sun stood just above the horizon; a hot day was in the offing. "When we see the main section of the wreck, we'll get more information."

They unloaded about three-fourths of the emergency supplies, leaving just enough reserves for themselves: concentrated food, antibiotics, the largest pots from the tiny kitchen, and liquitainers filled with special drinks enriched with vitamins and minerals. Meanwhile, Rhodan called the Shift and the two crawlers in turn and had them send him the data they had collected so far. Then he fed the data to the two auto-pilot Syntrons. When his companions were all once more sitting in the cockpit, he played back the recorded images and descriptions.

"We will find about a third of a fragmented ring, measuring 400 by 125 meters or so. And about twenty kilometers away from it is a kind of cylindrical module, relatively undamaged. That was probably the ark's central section."

He switched on the engines and was surprised as they slowly but dependably came to life. "Let's go have a look." Then he looked at Shimon and Mahal. "Don't let yourself be fooled by the seemingly idyllic nature of this planet," he said in a low voice but with an unmistakable sharpness. "We've only scratched the surface of mysteries that could prove to be both dangerous and far-reaching."

"What do you mean by that, Perry?" Shimon asked as Rhodan took the Space-Jet into the sky.

"Just keep your eyes open. And remember an ancient rule of thumb: never forget that behind even something that seems perfectly harmless, there could be a nasty surprise waiting to bite."

The Space-Jet flew over the landscape at a low altitude and circled the shuttles' landing site once more. The exterior cameras showed an overall view of the disorganized settlement and makeshift huts. But they also showed that these Lemurian descendants had a relatively high potential for survival, and at least in the short-term, could take care of themselves. They probably had what it took to endure as a Lemurian community despite all adversity.
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Athos, Porthos, and Aramis

 

The PALENQUE's last mission had been fairly unsuccessful. Numerous prospectors had been swarming in the Ochent Nebula for several years. They were all searching for exciting discoveries that promised quick and enormous wealth such as five-dimensionally radiant quartz, or rare ores in easily exploited deposits. The ark had certainly been the biggest object that promised success so far. Now a large, uninhabited planet lay below Crawler V, and the three men in the tiny cabin thought of little else than exploration and success. Of course, they had not forgotten the death of their fellow prospectors and the loss of a crawler, but in spite of their grief they were still determined to search for valuable minerals. During this mission, at least, they would have to suppress their pain.

The team's real names were known on board, but the PALENQUE's crew never called the three anything but "the Dumas trio," Athos, Porthos, and Aramis. Somehow they fit the picture of how readers imagined the Three Musketeers.

"Down there," Aramis said, twirling and moistening the turned-up ends of his mustache with saliva, "Rhodan smells the secrets of the ark. As for me, I'm catching a whiff of dinosaur skeletons petrified into pure precious stones."

Creeping along at sublight speed, the crawler broke away from the formation and left the Space-Jet, and the Akonian Shift behind. When a long, gently curving seacoast and the mouth of a river appeared in a break in the clouds, the crawler swung to the left under Aramis' guidance.

"All the sensors are activated," Athos reported and leaned back. Through the porthole of the tiny cabin he watched the landscape as it seemed to leap towards the crawler. Long waves of surf rolled towards a sandy shoreline, which was broken by individual outcroppings of eroded trachyte. The peaceful landscape of an ancient world. Far ahead appeared dark bands of forests.

"It's an old planet," Athos said, thinking out loud. "With low tides and no volcanic activity. Could mean that a lot of ores, very pure carbon—diamonds, that is—and everything else have been flushed out of the deeper rock layers."

"Then they'd be found in the flood zones of the river deltas," Porthos said. "I think that's one there on the horizon."

"We're on a direct course to the delta," Aramis replied.

The construction of the crawler resembled a technological nightmare that the modifications of recent days had only slightly lessened. It was a wild mixture of disassembled robots, cubes, spheres, struts, projectors, and retractable spider legs. All were in various colors and sizes, and within this high-tech chaos the builders had filled the hollow spaces with an unusually shaped cabin. The occupants had just enough room to stand between the seats. In a so-called galley, measuring a cubic meter, were survival rations, a drink server, a few supplies, and a toolkit. A simple but practical pull-out unit in the one-man airlock served as a toilet.

Supported by antigrav, the crawler descended in the early morning light towards the dark line of the horizon.

"What are the detectors showing, Athos?" Aramis wanted to know.

Holo displays and archaic instruments glowed on the upper surface of the planetologist's cramped console. "Nothing worthwhile."

"I'm smelling veins of pure platinum, thick as sea serpents," Aramis muttered.

"Or a big hole where the Blues or whoever have already dug everything out," Porthos joked.

Aramis leveled off and cut back the speed even further. The experience of hundreds of missions and innumerable mistakes painted the landscape beneath them far more precisely than any description.

From out of the deep interior of a continent whose mountains had been worn down by time, streams meandered into a river that in turn reached for the sea in wide, sweeping bends. The edges of the huge delta at the river's mouth and the large, flat alluvial islands were covered with ancient forest. In the past, the river had eaten its way through the land and left deep canyons that had slowly filled with gravel, sand, and soil since ancient times. At a minimum, the landscape altered by the delta stretched an estimated hundred kilometers into the interior.

The crawler flew over the wide edge of the forest shoreline and seemed to stand still in the air.

"Let's go!" Aramis exclaimed. "We'll search with everything we've got!"

Deep-scan radar, Syntron-supported devices that measured the planet's geomagnetism, a range of optical detectors, mass bolometers, and a dozen other transmitters and antennae aimed themselves at the ground and sent out their beams. All that could be heard within the cabin was the heavy breathing of the Dumas Trio and the hissing whisper of the air circulation system. Holograms formed. Vidscreens lit up and displayed multi-colored graphs of jagged peaks and valleys. Data files filled. Under thick layers of gravel, clay, sand, and plant growth, lines and branching veins ran through the middle portions of the delta. Each of them indicated a band in which metal had concentrated; such alluvial deposits held a colossal promise—much, more, most!

"That's what I was smelling!" Aramis exclaimed and roared with laughter. "And Mama's going to be the first to hear about it!" He snapped his headset down, made sure that he was transmitting on the ship's frequency, and continued in a somewhat lower voice, "Crawler V calling Mama. We've got a generous-looking river delta under us and we're about to land for a ground inspection. I'm sending you the location data, Alemaheyu!"

"Understood, Aramis," Alemaheyu Kossa replied immediately. "I'll keep this channel open. Congratulations!"

While Aramis guided the crawler to one of the points where about a dozen veins seemed to branch off—seen from the surface, there was nothing to hint at what lay below—the Syntron transmitted the contents of its data storage units to the PALENQUE's on-board computer. Five minutes later, the crawler was flying slowly in a zig-zig over a portion of the river delta. A special device fired arrow-like measuring probes into the ground beneath the surface at precise intervals. They penetrated to a depth of fifteen meters, began to analyze, and transmitted the results.

"By all the riches of the Galaxy!" Porthos exclaimed after a little while. "Your sense of smell is to be congratulated! Praise be to your big nose, Aramis!"

Gold. Gold mixed with a large amount of silver. Platinum. Some rare transuranic elements. Pure carbon, in other-words—diamonds. And, in varying though mostly high degrees of concentration, deposits of columbite-tantalite, also known as ...

"Coltan!" Athos cried out enthusiastically. "Excellent! We've finally hit pay-dirt!" He drew an imaginary dagger and pantomimed a quarte. "Should we tell the others and make them jealous?"

Aramis shook his head vigorously. The ends of his moustache flew back and forth like the antennae of a hairy beetle. "Not on your life! Let 'em find their own claim!"

"And right you are again. Well, let's go on."

Driscol, the PALENQUE's hyperdetection officer, had already overlaid the planet with a virtual grid for latitude and longitude. It would take the Syntron a fraction of a second to find again the site where a discovery was made. The crawler flew another, wider circle and fired the next salvo of ground probes. Where gold and diamonds were to be found, nature would have hidden still more valuable deposits: perhaps tantalum or rhenium. Or, in another location, Howalgonium or other fascinating raw materials.

After all the probes had been placed, Aramis landed Crawler V. Since the results of the air analysis had been as positive as expected, he opened both hatch doors and they climbed down the triple-hinged ladder to the soil of Mentack Nutai.

They stood on white gravel that lay on top of a thick layer of sand and clay. The long island was lined with a green wall of reed-like plants and trees with corkscrew trunks and huge, flat crowns. Flies or gnats buzzed and hummed in the air along with dragonfly-like insects, four-winged birds, and white swifts that resembled bats armed with beaks.

"We Terrans probably won't set up a colony here," Aramis commented, "but ... "

"The Lemurians forced to stay here won't have to complain about a boring environment." Porthos stamped through the crunching gravel and relieved himself behind the reed stalks.

Athos held a pair of binoculars to his eyes and searched for larger specimens of fauna. The river showed hardly any current, with no sounds of splashing or waves.

"Exactly!" Aramis muttered. "The first impressions were correct. It's an ancient, apparently peaceful world."

"That can change very soon," Porthos said and opened an instrument holder built into the exterior of the crawler. "Let's get to work. What's on the agenda?"

"Water samples and deep bore."

The Dumas Trio communicated with glances, hand movements, and brief calls to each other. The small animals that they startled made no move to flee. The shadows of the treetops grew shorter as the half-robotic drill stem quickly disappeared whirring into the ground. Fish with large facetted eyes stared at Aramis as he took water samples; they snapped at the containers and could only be shooed away with difficulty. Now and then, when the shadows of clouds drifted over the graveled island, the prospectors glanced upwards but saw nothing more than blue sky, white clouds, and flying creatures with shimmering feathers.

The Akonian Shift, a steel-gray craft that looked more military than civilian, had landed on a bare, insignificant hill. The hatches above the caterpillar tracks stood open, and none of the four-member crew were in sight. The blunt-nosed projector cannon pointed at the looming metal object between the dunes. The hilltop was so high and so far from the crash site that the fragment of the ark could be seen in its entirety as a black crescent-moon shape. What once had been part of a complete ring now stood at an angle and on end. It was twisted where it had broken off and the edges were just charred shreds. The whole wreck had been driven perhaps thirty meters deep into the sandy ground by the force of its impact.

"What a colossus!" Rhodan murmured as he slowly flew the Space-Jet in a narrow circle around the massive object. "That was anything but a soft landing."

"This ship must have looked very different from the NETHACK ACHTON. Right, Perry?" Denetree had cupped her hand over her chin and looked out uncomprehendingly at the oval crater. The fragment of the ark was discolored by scorching and marred by the impacts of meteorite. The Lemurians, who were tiny next to the wreck, were busy unloading objects from one of the many openings near the ground.

"Yes, very different. We'll land next to the Shift," Rhodan decided. "We know that someone or something on this planet is playing with the energy of our ships. What affects the ships doesn't seem to apply to the auxiliary craft. We'll make it to the wreck section down there easily enough."

The Space-Jet flew one more half-circle. Some of the Lemurians on the ground waved—though it seemed listlessly and without enthusiasm. The places where the ark had broken apart were divided into five clearly recognizable decks with many dividing walls and open compartments of different sizes and colors. The broken parts resembled the still-standing remains of a house of which half had been lost to fire and explosions.

"Where will we find the other two-thirds of the ark?" Dr. Mahal wondered.

"Maybe not anywhere in sight," Rhodan said, thinking that the fragments might have come down in the ocean and sunk without a trace. He set the Space-Jet down fifty meters away from the turtle-like Shift; there was no more room on the hilltop.

"We're all on the ridge that the ship section pushed up, Terran Rhodan," announced Arsis Tachim, who had observed the landing of the Space-Jet, over the com. "The bright rectangle ... the pieces came from the ark."

"Understood," Denetree replied and, after glancing for help at Rhodan, who nodded: "We're coming."

They remained in their seats and looked out at the strange site of the wreck and the activity around it. To one side, on a level stretch of ground in front of a sparsely overgrown dune, they saw about two dozen graves: elongated mounds from each of which rose a white piece of wood that had been stripped of bark.

"There were many dead," Denetree whispered. She was overwhelmed in the face of the massive black metal wreckage that was marked by streaks of soot, traces of melting, and the burn scars from the explosions. "And the survivors ... ?"

Outside of the wreckage, there seemed to be about 250 survivors divided into several groups. About half seemed to want to settle in the vicinity of the wreck and were carrying furnishings and equipment of all kinds from out of the destroyed colossus. A long ramp had been built from rocky debris, soil, wooden beams, and metal struts and bars. Its top surface was covered with corrugated iron plates. Some Lemurians worked with welding torches, others with mechanically operated cutting tools. On the ramp, objects and even whole cabins that had been cut away intact were being towed out of the wreck.

Other groups of Lemurians, mostly older people, stood idly by. They watched the laborers and seemed to be waiting for orders or guidance from their Commander. They apparently did not dare join in anywhere because they were afraid of failing. That's not uncommon in these circumstances, Rhodan thought.

From some dark holes in the side of the wreck, tractor-beam cranes reached into the air and steered containers to the ground. A kind of house with windows that were actually open cabin doors, stood half-buried next to a platform. The edges of the building revealed that it had been cut out of the ark. So, Rhodan realized, there were still functioning power generators in the wreck. But for how much longer?

"Let's go down," Hyman Mahal suggested. "There seem to be some capable people who've organized themselves quickly, in spite of the shock."

Within moments, they had all left the Space-Jet and were on their way down the hill.

"There was much work in my ship. Even drudgery. Everything was organized." Denetree began to walk faster, unable to tear her eyes away from the activities around the wreck. "Some leaders were overseeing the work and most of the others obeyed—not just from necessity, but also out of enthusiasm."

Rhodan was amazed by the archaic technology, which for the most part had not been destroyed. On the narrow side of the ring section, he saw huge jets and the openings of inertial absorbers. The massive protective plates, scarred and cratered by innumerable impacts, ran on heavy rails. When they had flown in, Rhodan and his companions had been able to see into the five decks. It was clear that the ring had rotated at a right angle to the ship's flight direction to create artificial gravity. Roughly in the center of the wreck gaped an exactly circular hole of just twenty meters in diameter. Its edges were hardly damaged at all.

Rhodan raised his left wrist to his mouth. "Picosyn. Do a 360-degree scan with recording and standard data gathering."

The minicom responded with a barely audible confirmation.

Generators within the wreck apparently provided enough energy, since the Lemurians had begun to cut holes in the hull through which they dragged out everything that was movable. The members of the crew here also consisted of "typical" Lemurians and a large percentage of mutants. On a rocky expanse at a distance of about 200 meters were four pieces of string stretched between marker pegs. Apparently this was the first, rather clumsy outlines of a permanent settlement.

Solina Tormas, the Akonian historian, came hurrying towards Rhodan. The knot of hair at the back of her head was coming loose. She called excitedly: "You've come at just the right time. I think there's going to be trouble here soon. The Lemurians are still disoriented. They've lost the authority of their commander. First they wanted to build a settlement, but now ... that's where the Commander's landing vehicle or escape module was."

She pointed to the round opening. Clamps and guide rails could be seen in the dark interior.

Many of the survivors ceased their activities and came running up.

Arsis Tachim, the narrow-faced co-pilot of the Shift, raised his hand and nodded to the Space-Jet's team. "One group wants to settle near the ark because of its salvageable fittings. The other wants to get as far away as they can. But they don't know how they can transport the heavy objects. They also don't know where they should migrate. They are all completely confused and many were afraid at first."

"We've told them about our ships," Solina said, giving Denetree a quick hug. "But that didn't impress them. They're struggling to stay calm, they're disoriented, and they urgently need a new leader. Even the gnats and birds are psychological problems for them. From a secure, closed system, they've been thrown into the expanse of an open planet. This world is endless to them. Their Commander—they think he deserted them."

Denetree and Solina glanced significantly at Rhodan.

He slowly shook his head. "I might be qualified for the job, but I'm not available for the administrative salvation of the Lemurians. The Commander ... he probably bailed out of the wreckage in his escape module. We'll be able to speak with him soon."

"That would be the piece in the north, about twenty kilometers from here," the Shift pilot put in. "The ark's radio was knocked out, by the way."

"That's no surprise," Shimon commented dryly. "It's certainly not the only damage."

Denetree stood with a group of survivors and spoke to them.

Solina went to her and listened to the discussion for a few minutes. "They're really confused," she said finally. "Reality has overwhelmed them. Denetree, tell your people that we'll fly to the place where the Commander's module came down. If he's still alive, we'll bring him here. Then they'll have their leader again."

The translation units operated at full capacity. It became clear to Rhodan that the Lemurians weren't entirely enthusiastic about the suggestion. The shock of the crash landing still lay too deep. And if he started searching for a memory storage unit now, the chaos would only increase. The Commander would be familiar with the history of the ark and would know where to find the ship's data archives.

He stopped in front of two older Lemurians. They had a thoughtful look. Rhodan knew it was a long shot, but he would never forgive himself if he didn't make an attempt. He pointed to the towering colossus. "You left Lemuria 50,000 years ago. The ships ... the arks are an important part of the Galaxy's history. If you're removing the fittings and furnishings, you'll surely be able to find data storage units in the wreck as well. Logbooks. The memories of the very old ones."

"What would be the good of that? We must survive—memories won't help us."

"Without a past there is no future," Rhodan said persistently. "Perhaps you will consider my request. Please bring the ship's records out and let us know. It's important that all us know the past—for you just as much as us."

"What do these storage units look like?" a bald-headed Lemurian asked in incomprehension.

Rhodan shrugged. "That I don't know. It would probably look like whatever a Lemurian technician would imagine it to look like."

"Many Technons have survived. If it was not destroyed, we will find it. Does this mean that you will return?"

"In a while," Rhodan replied. "We're going on to the next section of wreckage." He glanced at the visual display on his multi-function wristband, noted some data, and looked at the hologram. Then he stopped the sequence and stored it. He turned around. "Let's search for the Commander," he told his three teammates and the Akonians. "We'll learn a lot more from him, and if we bring him here to his people, he will be able to establish some order. Come on!"

Denetree reassured the Lemurians and ran after Shimon and Mahal to the Space-Jet. At that moment, a flock of shining white, seagull-like birds fluttered out of the forest. They landed with loud squawks and screeching on the highest point of the wrecked ark section, where a massive explosion seemed to have torn out a huge piece of debris.

Rhodan sat down in the pilot's seat and entered the wristband readings into the Space-Jet's Syntron. "I suspect that cosmic rays have penetrated the ark over time," he said. "The amount was so high that it triggered mutations." He enlarged a section of the holo and pointed to it. "Here we see the shredded parts of the outermost deck. The radioactivity there is especially high."

"What does that mean?" Denetree asked.

"There must have been a large-scale nuclear explosion," Rhodan replied. "I can only guess that an atomic power plant blew up when it was struck and torn away."

"Very possible," Isaias Shimon said. "And what do we need to know beyond that?"

Rhodan called up the data that the two starships had collected so far during their forced orbits. At first, as was expected, images from the remote scans alternated with enlargements of particular landmarks. Clouds, leisurely meandering rivers, and some glaciers among ancient mountain chains. Mentack Nutai was clearly a very old world, planetologically speaking. While the team observed the holos, the Shift took off and sped in a northerly direction.

The orbiting PALENQUE's instruments were trained on a glacier. Seconds later, it was determined that it was part of the polar cap designated as "north," about 3000 kilometers away from the landing site of the large piece of wreckage. Driscol seemed to have discovered something unusual, since he enlarged the area in question in quick successive steps.

"Another piece of wreckage," Rhodan said after they had discussed the details of the image. "From the ark in all probability."

The metal object, red-hot or at least strongly heated by atmospheric friction during its fall, had melted a long, virtually oval crater in the ice and lay at one end. The long stretch of the track matched the direction of furrow. A round metal object had melted its way deep into the ice. The water in the crater and around a small, dome-shaped projection had refrozen. The metal was black like the hull of the OVIR and so stood out plainly visible from the white of the surroundings.

Rhodan determined the position of the discovery and passed the data to the Shift, and for safety's sake to the two crawlers as well. Kealil Ron confirmed reception.

"North polar region. Uninhabited land ... "

In the middle of the enlargement of an extended river delta, the transmission from Driscol's hyperdetection center suddenly broke off. A few seconds later, the holo that up to now had displayed the Akonian cruiser's observations went blind as well.

"Is it a memory unit failure?" the physician asked.

Rhodan's finger tapped the touchscreen on the com system. "Rhodan calling PALENQUE!" he said tightly. "Why did you break off the transmission?"

No answer. A second attempt, carried out by the Syntron using other frequencies, produced the same result.

Rhodan leaned back and closed his eyes for a long moment. "We've completely lost contact with the ships."

"It's as if ... something invisible is playing with us?" Denetree said hesitantly.

"At least it feels that way," Rhodan commented after thinking about it for a moment. "Maybe you're right. But we should do something while we still can." Forcing himself to stay calm, he called the two crawlers over the com system. "Rhodan here. I assume that you've lost contact with the PALENQUE the same as we have. Let's hope it's just temporary. We'll stay in contact and continue as planned. Have you found anything?"

The answer from Crawler VIII came almost at once.

"No, but there are many indications of rich mineral resources."

Crawler V also responded.

"No signs of current or former inhabitants. No structures, roads, or anything like that."

"If I may give you some advice," Rhodan said after a moment's thought, "stay as close together as you can. Fly low over the ground in case the invisible energy-eaters cut off the small units, too."

"Good idea. We'll do that. Thanks for the tip, Rhodan."

Rhodan rested his fingers on the controls and said, "Invisible inhabitants? A very well-concealed base? Something hiding in one of the moons? Well, it's pointless to speculate about it now." He laughed briefly and without humor. "Maybe the planet doesn't like visitors who can move freely so it cuts their energy off? Let's take off while we can still fly."

He closed the hatch and typed in the launch sequence. The Space-Jet flew at an altitude of about 100 meters behind the Shift towards the location of the cylinder. Minutes later, the four saw that the command module had landed relatively softly in a landscape of chalky sand dunes.

 

Invisible, the Menttia of the Flaming Autumn Forests observed the newcomers in their small flying objects. They watched as the strangers mixed with the survivors of the destruction and then departed again. They felt thin, alternating streams of energy, and noted with surprise the lack of dangerously high aggression.

—Perhaps they wish to help each other?—

—They can still communicate unhindered among themselves, but no longer with their spaceships.—

—They are members of two different star peoples. But they resemble each other as we resemble our own kind.—

Bathing in the shower of light particles from the hot mid-day sun, the organized mass of Menttia circled over the main portion of the wrecked steel intruder. A swarm formed an independent unit, exchanged information with the greater collective mass, then broke away. At first, three portions of the autonomous swarm of fire-beings decided to prevent possible danger to themselves. To this end they set up a further barrier between the depths of space and the planetary surface.

The lesser swarm swirled several times around the great gathering and then slowly followed the small, silver-gray flying object. It appeared to be heading to the place where some of the Menttia of the Singing Dunes had been waiting since many day-changes—. Surprised, disconcerted, and touched all at once—the Menttia of the Singing Dunes observed the lonely struggle of two strange individuals. Two strangers who displayed not the slightest tendency for aggression.

The Menttia could absorb the emanations of scent molecules given off by sun and dust, sand and water, and fire and smoke. A preference for certain variations of scents united a portion of the swarm. The Menttia sensitized to those odors then spun in a slow dance in the unique mixture of heat, light, and reflections.

The rich energy-filled mass of air creatures approached the place in the dunes where the tragedy had taken place. With them were the small flying objects, whose noisy, energy-devouring flight was so much more difficult for them than for any Menttia.
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Death and the Immortal

 

The Commander's escape module was a cylindrical unit about thirty meters long. That was not surprising considering where it had been mounted on the ringship. It had probably been shot clear of the ark by solid-fuel rockets, and after falling had landed using thin metal parachutes and inflatable impact-absorbers. Even so, a long track showed that the speed of the cylinder must have been considerable. All the impact-absorbing rescue systems had been shredded, burned, and were full of soot. Melted cables stuck to the metal hull like gruesome decorations.

Meanwhile, the Shift had set down between the low dunes and the trail of caterpillar tracks showed that it had moved in closer. Footprints led in a snaking line to the wreckage. Rhodan guided the Space-Jet in a slow downwards spiral towards the scene of devastation. His companions were silent and stared out of the forward windshield and at the detailed holos from the exterior cameras.

"Five people," Denetree said with a hoarse voice. "There, under that awning, to the right of the open hatchway. The Akonians and a Lemurian."

Amid bent rails, burned cables and a tangle of connections that had opened widely like steel claws, gaped a burned-out hatch that had been half-torn off its hinges. A partially extended ramp with bent fold-out railings led down into the sand where a deeply imprinted trail began. The dark, blackened module and the almost white sand formed a grotesquely brutal contrast: shattered technology lay half-buried in untouched nature.

"We're landing," Rhodan announced. The Space-Jet descended towards a relatively level patch of ground and set down on the extended landing gear. The whirling sand quickly subsided.

"Given the amount of destruction," Dr. Mahal said, "we probably won't need any weapons." Then he suddenly looked embarrassed, undoubtedly regretting making such a superfluous remark.

Isaias Shimon made sure that the exterior cameras were trained on the three Akonians and the fifth figure. Denetree seemed to have seen more than Rhodan and was the first to leave the Space-Jet.

Rhodan let the others go ahead and followed them slowly through golden, crunching sand. What he had seen depressed him. Destroyed or unusable technology, and hundreds or thousands of marooned, confused, injured, or dead Lemurians, who now had to accept a new homeland. Even though he bore the experiences of nearly three millennia on his shoulders, it did not leave him unmoved. He looked at the toes of his boots as though he wanted to count the grains of sand. As snatches of conversation in the Lemurian language reached his ears, he looked up and within an endlessly long half-second he took in a very different picture that grabbed his attention.

Denetree and Solina Tormas spoke with a tall woman, a Lemurian, who towered over the others by nearly a head and stood next to a makeshift awning. Under it lay a gaunt man stretched out on a net-like couch. The worn path from the massive cylinder ended there. Hyman Mahal knelt down next to the man and manipulated a syntronic diagnostic sensor rod.

The beardless and hairless old man had closed his eyes; his lips twitched in a face full of deep wrinkles. Between the shade and the sunlight, innumerable ant-like animals half the size of a finger moved on the sand. They scrabbled out of holes in the ground carrying triangular scraps in their pincers. Rhodan heard words spoken in a strange, contralto voice.

" ... the Commander," Rhodan heard. "Atubur Nutai, the Immortal, is dying. His Metach'rath is fulfilling itself."

The words came from the tall, slender woman who was clad in a kind of uniform that had originally been white but was now soiled by soot and brown flecks and was torn in several places. Her oval face and the hands with which she calmly gestured had a stunning yet mature beauty.

Rhodan stepped nearer. She became aware of him and looked at him with a sphinx-like smile.

"I am Perry Rhodan, and I learned your language many years ago," he said, making an effort to pronounce his words particularly clearly. "These are my companions. Can we help you?"

Her smile remained inscrutable. Then it vanished, replaced by sadness. The woman's aura held him entranced. Rhodan felt something like a choking hand around his throat.

"It would be a miracle if you could," she replied. "The Immortal is dying. How is it that you understand our language?"

"I am older than you," Rhodan said gently, "and learned it a long time ago." Denetree and Solina looked at him in silence, almost in awe. He approached the bed on which the old man lay. The man had a powerful body and the emaciated face of someone close to death. "Is this the Naahk—the Commander of the ship, LEMCHA OVIR?"

"It is. I am his life companion, Chibis-Nydele."

The tall, elderly Lemurian with the bald head on the cot wore overalls and thick boots like Nydele. In more than five places, his sun-yellow clothing was drenched in blood that had long dried. His shirt had been opened at his chest. From a thin chain of golden metal hung an ornament that resembled a strange, small animal that might have been found on a coral reef, or an exotic flower. It blinked red in a rapid rhythm, perhaps almost fifteen times a second.

"There's nothing I can do to help him, Perry," the doctor said calmly. His voice did not express despair. He regarded death, even in this unusual place, as irrevocable. His summary sounded matter of fact. "Internal injuries, heavy bleeding, some serious breaks. The Syntron is reacting oddly."

Rhodan nodded to him and, turning his head in small jerks, looked at the Akonians, Denetree, Shimon, Mahal, and finally Nydele. She was enchanting, about 35 earthly years old, mature, slender, and possessed of a perfect Lemurian-Akonian-Terran body. He could not think of a better description. Three delicate crests topped her velvet-brown head, the scales showing different colors with each movement like some kinds of snakeskin. Under eyebrows evenly curved like butterfly antennae, he saw large, golden blue eyes.

"He is dying. Naahk Atubur Nutai, the Star Seeker, is dying," she repeated in a voice that made Rhodan feel a lump in his throat. Rhodan suppressed the spontaneous urge to take her in his arms and console her. She smiled forlornly. "He is finally dying. I carried him out on my back and bedded him down here, on this strange sand."

"We can't do anything, Perry," the doctor said. "All I can tell is that he isn't feeling any more pain."

With a wave, Rhodan stopped him from saying more and exchanged a long look with Solina. A gesture from Dr. Mahal confirmed that there was no hope.

"Chibis-Nydele," Rhodan said softly through the whirring of the sand grains in the noon wind, "we will let him die. In dignity and in the sand of this planet, Mentack Nutai. Even immortals have a right to enter into eternity. I can see it in your look—you loved him."

"I loved only him, no others, and nothing else and no one else other than him," she said in a mild burst of trust that was directed only at him.

He reached for her hand; the slender fingers were cool and neither soft nor hard. Next to Shimon, Denetree wept silently, and so did Solina. The decorative amulet shone in rapid-fire blinking, emitted an almost inaudible hum, and then the light went out.

Could that be a cell activator? Rhodan wondered in a flash of insight. The Commander of the NETHACK ACHTON had one. But who was handing out cell activators in Lemuria 50,000 years ago? I wish I knew.

He let go of Nydele's hand. "We should bury him," he said gently. "Later Chibi-Nydele you can tell us how you came to this terrible crash. There should be spades or shovels in the Jet."

"I'll go get them," said Ameda Fayard, who up to then had been watching and listening to everything in silent emotion.

The eight-legged little animals had formed into a long column and crawled with their booty to the cleft between two heaps of sand. There was a hole there, into which they disappeared.

Chibis-Nydele bent and almost tenderly stroked the egg-sized ornament that had ceased functioning. "Nutai was a man filled with contradictions. Relentlessly hard, endlessly gentle and often like a child. This chain ... he never took it off, not even when he slept."

"Did he ever say why not?"

"It was a souvenir of his childhood, which was so long ago. She looked up at Rhodan. "Your eyes ... you have experienced as much as he did, am I right?"

"Atubur was more than five centuries old," Rhodan answered softly. Even if the ark had been under way for 50,000 years, they had to take time dilation into account. His voice was hoarse. "It is as you say. I am older and have experienced more."

"Perhaps you are also an immortal, like him," Nydele said. "But you are alive and he is dead."

Rhodan only nodded. Like a great dune, the silence that no one dared to break weighed heavily on the group's thoughts and feelings.

 

Wrapped in a gold-colored metal foil sheet from one of the escape module's parachutes, they laid the feather-light body of the Commander at the bottom of the grave that had been dug. As they piled sand and gravel into the grave, thin black roots moved out of the way and withdrew, then silently disappeared in the sand. Ameda Fayard held a splintered strut of shining metal, which had been twisted into the shape of a lightning bolt. She drove it into the ground at the head end of the low mound.

Rhodan ignored the curious glances his companions gave the cell activator, which Atubur Nutai took with him to the grave.

Finally Denetree touched Nydele on the arm. "You are here all alone. Where should we take you?"

"This section of the ark is too heavy for our spacecraft," Rhodan said quickly. "It is surely filled with many important things. Not very far away, in that direction, a large piece of the OVIR came down. Would you like to join your people?"

Chibis-Nydele turned and began to walk from the grave to the ramp. Her visitors followed her. She moved as though in a trance until she came to an abrupt stop. "I don't know what I should do. I cannot take Nutai's place. Hardly anyone from the Star of Hope knows me. I am not a leader. Are ... are there many dead?"

"That is what we assume," Solina answered.

Nydele smiled absently. "Come inside with me. Let us drink to the Star Seeker. I have not even asked you how it is that you have encountered the ill-fated LEMCHA OVIR here on Mentack Nutai."

"The Terrans came across another ship by chance," Denetree answered solemnly. "The NETHACK ACHTON, in which I lived. There my new friends learned of the LEMCHA OVIR and searched for it. They are trying to learn about the ships' past. Do you have information about it in the command module?"

At the lower end of the ramp, Nydele made an inviting gesture. She now seemed to be consciously differentiating between the individual members of the visiting party. "The Commander could have told you much. Not I. I have seen how he would disappear for days on end and then reappear as though he was years younger. He had never wanted to speak of it."

Rhodan saw and sensed that his companions were just as fascinated by Nydele's appearance as he was.

"But the Net is broken down, like almost everything else. Where the data store is, I don't know. Come inside. Perhaps you will find what you seek."

The tracks in the sand that Rhodan and his companions had followed formed a half-circle around the module. He concluded that for more than a month, Nydele had attempted to ease the Commander's dying, or had hoped he would recover outside the wreck. From the look of things, she had continually run between their wrecked quarters and the shade-providing shelter. But in the end she had lost her love.

Atubur Nutai, an "immortal"—his life spanned the lifetimes of all the generations of ark inhabitants. With him, knowledge of the past had died as well. Had he kept written notes, had he collected data, were there chronicles or ark logbooks? If so, were they handwritten or stored as positronic data?

Nydele led them into the rooms that she and Nutai had inhabited, and took Rhodan's wrist. At the end of the massive cylinder, through a succession of strangely shaped hatches and compartments, past an elevator, she stopped in front of a spiral stairway.

"The elevator no longer works. You can reach the command center from here. Out of every ten hours, Naahk Nutai spent nine alone among his controls. It was here that he was so severely injured during the impact that ... "

"May I look around?"

"There is still a little power. Perhaps you will find what you're looking for."

Rhodan thanked her and climbed out of the realm of amber-colored lights into the twilight of a command center filled with instruments and controls. The forward section of the cylinder, whose floor lay surprisingly parallel to the planet's ground, had been glassed over. Now warm air and sunlight came through the shattered glass sheets. There was in fact still power that circulated uncertainly through some of the systems. Lights with unintelligible designations blinked irregularly, here and there something crackled and snapped, and there was a smell of burnt-out positronic circuitry. Rhodan went to the Commander's chair and tried to determine the meaning of the switches, touchscreens, blank vidscreens. He found a flickering display that showed the LEMCHA OVIR in an undamaged state: an encircling four-edged ring, divided into five decks, and marked with various coded designations. Rhodan was very familiar with similar control centers, but he found nothing that even remotely resembled a data storage unit. And of course he did not find a hypercom transmitter.

He went back, climbed up the steps, and followed the sound of voices. In an anteroom with curved walls, Rhodan noticed a picture, the sight of which gave him quite a start. He stepped closer and examined it intently.

The wide frame seemed to be cut from semi-precious stone. Under the six fingers of a delicate, dark brown hand that guided two strangely shaped brushes, a picture of a Lemurian had taken shape. The figure, in turn, had chiseled out of a block on a pedestal the form of a Halutian—a "Beast." The background of the scene showed an idealized landscape with three moons—probably a planet of the Great Tamanium. The Halutian, just as large as the sculptor, seemed surprisingly alive, but the heel of one of his massive feet and an arm had still not been carved out of the block. The block itself resembled cooled lava or soft obsidian.

A crudely made Beast/Halutian altar on the NETHACK ACHTON. A Halutian/Beast picture of, considerable artistic value on the LEMCHA OVIR. What did this mean? More than a work of art? The so-called Keeper? A depiction of a memory? Or perhaps someone's wild fantasy? From the corner of his eye he saw that Chibis-Nydele had silently entered.

She stepped to his side. "A friend of Atubur's," she said. "He spoke with him in his dreams, he told me. I never saw him. No one had ever seen this three-eyed being. I don't know what the story behind the picture is. I'm sorry."

Rhodan felt her fingers on his wrist and suddenly realized the charm Nydele had exercised on the ancient Commander. He followed her into a room of the living quarters furnished with a few well-chosen pieces of furniture. None appeared to be damaged or torn loose.

 

After they had searched through the compartments, the crews of the Space-Jet and the Shift gathered in a large room furnished in a luxurious but archaic style. Each held a glass in their hand.

Chibis-Nydele handed Rhodan his glass which, like the others, contained a liquid. "Nutai guarded it carefully," she said with a heart-rending smile. "He called it 'ark-wine.' The old men who made it are long dead. This is all that remains of it." Rhodan looked into her eyes and cautiously took a sip. "Let me remain here until I have decided what to do," she added.

"We will respect your wish, Nydele." Rhodan decided that he had certainly drunk worse wine.

As he took a second sip, the com unit on his multifunction wristband sounded. Rhodan put his wrist to his mouth, acknowledged the call, and adjusted the volume of the Picosyn to a higher level.

"Crawler VIII here. We've flown over the piece of wreckage that melted its way into the polar ice. It looks like a spaceship wreck, all right. Still no contact with Mama ... er, Alemaheyu Kossa. Can we get support from you?"

"Affirmative, Crawler VIII," Rhodan replied.

Solina Tormas who, like Ameda Fayard, had up to now examined every piece of the room's furnishings with an expert eye, raised her hand. "We're going there, aren't we, Perry?"

Rhodan nodded slowly and took another sip.

"We're circling and continuing our investigation," the crawler reported. "We'll be waiting for you. Bloody cold out here."

"We have your position. We're on our way." Rhodan emptied his glass. "We aren't forgetting about the problems of the ark inhabitants," he said to Nydele. "We'll probably find more pieces of the wreck. We're going out to search for them. We'll be back to pick you up in a few days."

On the wall of the room, defective holograms flickered in antique Lemurian frames. They were pictures of the Commander in his younger years. Despite the spotty, two-dimensional depiction, the figure radiated conviction and determination. The Star Seeker had apparently been the right person for the office of Commander. The amulet with the cell activator could be plainly seen on his chest.

Chibis-Nydele noticed Rhodan's gaze. "I can survive here for a long time, Terran Rhodan. Do not worry about me."

Rhodan took a communicator out of his uniform pocket, selected a channel, and switched the device to standby. He gave a nod which turned into a bow. "You can reach us with this com unit. Call us if you need us."

"I thank you, alien Terran. In his name as well." She indicated the picture.

Rhodan looked into Nydele's large eyes for a long moment, then followed Denetree down the ramp to the Space-Jet.

The snake-like roots and tendrils in the torn open dunes had faded to light gray and no longer moved. From openings in their undersides came tiny beetles that scrabbled towards the remains of the metal shades.

 

For some time, the constantly growing swarm of Menttia had delighted in the ethereal emanations of those plants that grew in the area of the brackish ocean water that mixed with that of the river. The Menttia of the River Mouth Blossoms, to whom the flora and fauna of this world did not of course mean anything significant, were orientated to their location. Twice a year they danced their silent courtship dances over the broad delta of the river. After they had flown in from the ocean as one huge body and were circling over the delta, they saw the small aircraft take off. To them it resembled one of the creatures from the depths of the sea that were often washed up lifeless on the shore.

—The strangers have been examining our world!—

—It started that way before, when ...—

Silent, excited communication. The craft climbed at a steep angle towards the clouds and increased its speed. The Menttia of the River Mouth Blossoms estimated the small size and the slight danger. They compared it with that of those clumsy small cousins, the twittering and screeching creatures of the air.

—They are returning to their great ship. We should not have allowed them to come back.—

—We will see to that. Let them fly—we must not let them crash and extinguish their lives.—

—We are in control. We can wait.—

Sun and dust, scent molecules of different sorts, moons and storms were indispensable parts of the universe and were just as indispensable for the Menttia. The many hundreds of thousands of spindles of intelligent energy saw that their place of courtship was not touched. The strangers had left no traces behind. A part of the swarm followed them up into space, where they neared one of the two large ships and vanished within.

 

The Space-Jet and the Shift took off almost at the same time and without any difficulties. Rhodan looked at all the power gauges on the control panel with suspicion, but there was no sign of the invisible force striking again.

"The Commander wore a cell activator like the Naahk of the NETHACK ACHTON, didn't he?" Denetree said suddenly.

Rhodan nodded.

They saw that the Shift had caught up with them and was racing just ahead at a lower altitude towards the agreed destination. The landscape passed by, green and brown beneath the almost vertically shining sunlight. There were vast forests, small savannahs, gently rounded hills, and an old mountain range eroded to many triangular cones of rubble. Some long-extinct volcanoes appeared. Lakes filled some of the calderas; most were completely overgrown.

"Why did you leave the activator with him? He was dead. He couldn't do anything more with it."

"He was supposedly an immortal," Mahal put in. "In the end he died like all of us. Almost all. Pardon me." Rhodan's expression made him smile sheepishly.

Rhodan considered withholding an explanation, then decided he owed it to the others. "It would have broken Chibis-Nydele's heart," he said without taking his eyes away from the controls. "His death was already a heavy blow. To take away something so precious from her beloved at the moment of his death would have probably destroyed her. Besides, I believe the activator is useless."

"What makes you think that?"

"His unit must have been defective."

"Why?" Isaias asked. "It allowed him to live for centuries."

"We don't know at what cost," Rhodan said. "And I suspect that he had to pay a high price. An unbearably high one. And what makes me think so? The injuries that he suffered. An activator carrier should have been able to survive them. Isn't that right, Hyman?"

"Very likely. I'm not so well informed about the exact workings of cell activators. But with the proper medical help, the Commander would have survived. He needed to be treated by medical equipment that could have stabilized his metabolism."

"Which is one of the functions of an activator," Rhodan said. "By definition."

Denetree shook her head in admiration. "You know so much. You know everything. Is there anything you don't know, Perry Rhodan?"

Rhodan grinned wryly. "A few million things, Denetree."

His thoughts whirled. Both Naahks that he knew of had carried cell activators. His head reeled at the thought that every commander of a Lemurian ark carried one of these—probably—imperfect devices. There could be hundreds, even thousands of arks, as many Star Seekers, and just as many thousands of cell activators. Again he wondered who had been capable 50,000 years ago—other than IT, the Immortal Unknown—of manufacturing cell activators. Even if they only worked for 500 years and were defective and life-threatening in the bargain.

He looked into Denetree's eyes. "Things that go far beyond the problems we're facing now. I wish I could give you a better answer." He took a deep breath and concentrated on flying the Space-Jet. "I know that the history of the Lemurians is ancient," he went on. "The arks were probably built more than 50,000 years ago." He deliberately did not mention the Beasts and their war against the Lemurians' Great Tamanium. "It's an ungodly long story, almost as long as that of IT, who gave me my own cell activator. When we have time for it, I'll tell you about the Halutians—we've been friends with them for a long time. Solina Tormas surely knows all the historical connections as well as I do." He grinned. "Or better."

He looked at the numbers on the syntronic compass readout. They were flying at 335 degrees. Anyway, he told himself, a Halutian seemed to have played an important role on board the NETHACK ACHTON; perhaps even as just an image or a sculpture on an altar? The expression of complete incomprehension on Denetree's face showed him that he could not learn anything from her; she did not know anything. At least not anything substantial.

"It's an ancient planet, Perry," Hyman Mahal said. "Freezing winds and snowstorms probably won't be unusual in the polar regions." He pointed to the right. On the holo appeared massive snow-white thunderheads and a gray wall of clouds that was moving from the west towards the sun.

Rhodan looked out at the oncoming storm. "Perhaps the snow or the wind will slow us up, but we have all kinds of advanced equipment on this Space-Jet. We won't freeze to death."

"I wasn't thinking of that at all," the exo-biologist said. "I can't stop thinking about what kind of fauna the marooned Lemurians will find here. I'd guess slow, weak creatures with a lot of meat and fat."

Rhodan thought of the eight-legged ant-creatures but did not say anything. He gave the chronometer a quick glance: still nine minutes until arrival at their destination.

Suddenly the continuous signal from Crawler VIII ceased.

Half a second later, all the high-level connections with the Akonian Shift were broken off. Only the control lamps for voice com contact glowed unchanged.

Two heartbeats later, a voice exclaimed: "Losing power! We've got to land!" The distress call had come from either Crawler VIII or the Shift. A glance at the controls showed Rhodan that the Space-Jet had so far been spared the power loss.

"Well, friends," he said grimly, "now it's getting serious."

The Space-Jet flew over a black-green tundra. A vague white expanse shimmered in the distance while the snow-heavy clouds threatened from the left. In the close-range scan holos, Rhodan and his team saw that the two crawlers and the Shift from the LAS-TOOR were going in to land. As their power faded they dropped down somewhere in the vicinity of the object that lay melted into the ice.

The landscape changed over a period of five minutes. The tundra, probably a gigantic expanse of permafrost, came to an end. Within a few kilometers it turned a blackish, smudged green, then opened out into pure white. Layers of ice, completely flat or in long, dyke-like upswellings raced past one after the other. It was more to be sensed than seen that the layer of frozen ice grew thicker. Eventually the reflections of a crystal-white world in the early morning sun became dazzling in the Space-Jet's cockpit.

"I was so sad when I met you," Denetree said lowly. "You know why. Since I left the Ship, I've experienced all the things I'd only dreamed of before then. Everything confuses me now, even this huge icefield. Each answer brings up a hundred new questions."

"It may seem difficult, but this is how one grows up," the doctor said. "Trust me. That's the way it is."

"Just wait, Denetree," Rhodan said in a reassuring, almost fatherly tone. "I have no doubt that there are more surprises to come. What we've discovered so far is just the beginning."

"The beginning of what?" Shimon wanted to know.

"Of an incredible story of cosmic proportions, I suspect. Halutians, Lemurians, the destruction of the Lemurian continent on Terra ... If we had a data storage unit from the OVIR, it would probably give precise information about that era of the past." Rhodan deactivated the autopilot and switched to manual flight.

As the wall of clouds pushed in front of the sun a few minutes later, they saw the crawlers from the PALENQUE on the ground, but not the Shift. The crawlers had set down on a level stretch some 50 meters apart from each other and about 250 meters from the edge of the oval ice layer where the object had crashed. Rhodan pulled the Space-Jet up and studied the scanning holos. The Jet went into a circular course around the dark mass in the ice. As Rhodan looked for a place to land, Solina's voice came over the speakers.

"Perry! We've got an energy reading. There are some massive artifacts under the ice. But we have to go down. We're being attacked from the air! They look like energy beings. Like burning spindles ... " Then contact was broken off, the control lamps flickered, and the excited voice came back.

"We'll send you what we've detected with our last power. We've got to defend ourselves ... "

"Damn!" Shimon exclaimed. "Energy beings! Are they the ones to blame for this power drain?"

"Probably," Rhodan said and sent the Space-Jet sharply downwards. The braking engines operated at full capacity. Perhaps a soft landing could be managed because the energy beings were still holding back. Apparently the Akonians still had enough power on their craft to transmit their data. The Syntron worked with accustomed reliability. The Space-Jet descended under full control, and the ground quickly rose to meet it as the shadows of the clouds flitted across the expanse of the ice. With a hard jolt the Space-Jet set down amid a roar of engines.

"We did it," Rhodan said. "Do you see those energy beings anywhere?"

"Nothing in sight," Shimon replied.

The Space-Jet's Syntron showed that the data transfer was complete and further contact with the Shift had been lost. Rhodan switched off all the Jet's subsystems that weren't required and called up a display of the scanning data. The holo over the pilot's console filled with the clear-cut images. In the foreground rose the black igloo of the wrecked ark section, which must have struck the ice with terrible impact. About 500 meters further to the north, long dark masses lay under the ice; faint pulses of energy could be detected coming from two of them, and Solina Tormas suspected that they had something to do with Lemurian descendents.

"That's a new development," Rhodan said. "So the Shift landed there—possibly crashed. And in addition we have an ancient base that still gives off energy."

"Just like the wreck section," Denetree added hesitantly. "No one is alive there now. Anyone who survived the crash froze to death afterwards."

Rhodan leaned back. The cold of the snow-covered ice seemed to ooze upwards from the landing gear into the cabin.

The doctor slowly shook his head. "That means this planet isn't as isolated and deserted as we thought." He pointed to the bar graphs and numbers overlaid on the holo. "The section has an unusual shape, like a sphere ... "

"There! The alien beings!" Denetree exclaimed, suppressing her excitement, and pointed towards the sky outside. A multitude of tiny lights shone beneath the cloud deck.

Meanwhile, the gray-white clouds lay over the entire expanse of ice. The view of the shadowless surroundings clutched at the Space-Jet's occupants like a cold hand. From high in the sky, as though out of nothing, shining spindle-shaped beings suddenly appeared, and rapidly swirled towards them. From a small group of individual beings grew a mass that moved in the air like a swarm of glowing fish in a warm sea. They blinked on and off in a flickering blur. The beings were half transparent, like flames, and the swarm grew by the second. They raced towards the Space-Jet. Their gold-shining bodies united into a huge ring that circled the Jet and bathed the interior into yellow-red light. The air-creatures seemed to be observing the occupants but not attacking. They behaved like golden fish that did not fear the shark they were surrounding. Instead, they watched it distrustfully. On the consoles, there were no indications at all of any loss of energy.

"So those are the actual inhabitants of Mentack Nutai," Denetree commented, fascinated and with clear admiration in her voice. "They look beautiful but dangerous. Will they kill us, Perry?"

"Probably only if we make them angry or attack them. They are merely observing us, I think."

"That they are, but very intently," Mahal said.

They waited in breathless tension but saw only the swiftly whirling swarm that grew yet larger and radiating bright golden light.

"If you ask me," Rhodan said after several minutes had passed, "we're possibly seeing the proof of a simple equation. The inhabitants of an area feel disturbed, perhaps even attacked, and so they defend themselves against the intruders. First the ark, then us. Apparently we've stepped into a taboo area or else we're about to."

 

One swarm, the Menttia of the Snowmelt, approached the edge of the tundra. It slowly followed the discus-shaped intruder, which was apparently setting down for a landing.

—They are entering the dangerous region!—

—We should force them not to look any further!—

—They must not communicate any more!—

The single Menttia-individual counted for very little in a swarm of its fellows. First a hundred energy beings united their thinking. The combined impulse grew so large that thousands of their kind received it and moved the entire swarm into a common thought. The collective memory of the fire spindles reached back much further than 50 millennia. Now they saw that the strangers were approaching the region in which the true significance of that memory lay hidden. It was known to the Menttia, but not to the strangers.

From the stratosphere, through the ozone layer and the tropopause, a second swarm whirled to the boundary between Cold and Warm Lands. It was the Menttia of the White Winds swarm.

—Let them seek. Perhaps they will find what we do not know.—

—What we do not yet know. But—they are becoming dangerous.—

In the course of long evolution, in the midst of the hopeless chaos of growth and decay, certainties took hold as often as errors. Twice a year, millions upon millions of Menttia were thrown into passionate mating frenzy. The growing swarms chose certain areas that contributed beauty and uniqueness to their whirling passion. The Menttia of the White Winds loved the vast landscape of the polar region. From their swarm came a definite thought:—It is good that the large ships cannot land!—

The Menttia of the Snowmelt formulated the answer and sent it in all directions:—It is better that the strangers cannot exchange information with each other. We are thereby forcing them to undertake something without their technological means!—

—Very well. Let us split up and observe what they do when they are cut off from each other.—

There was no animosity between the two swarms, but the difference in opinion became clearly perceptible. The collective memory went back more than 50,000 planetary years. Both swarms circled high above the four tiny craft that stood on the ice expanse, deprived of a large portion of their energy. The Menttia of the Snowmelt formulated a compromise suggestion.—We could release them at any time or partially or completely paralyze them. Let us wait and see what they do!—

—We have time. We will wait. But it will be interesting to observe how they behave in this crisis situation.—

The Menttia, whose homeland was the entire planet and far out into space, had deduced the nature of the universe from thousands of single observations. Now, for a second time, they had an opportunity to study alien visitors in all their details. Uniformity in action, they had learned, meant stagnation and decline into entropy.

They waited with infinite patience.

 

A few minutes later, the fire spindles began to move away from the vicinity of the Space-Jet. In separate, whirling groups, they disappeared or withdrew into the gray, low-hanging clouds. The Space-Jet's occupants reflected silently on the mystery but came to no conclusions as to what to do. Only one thing was certain at present: both crawlers, the Shift, and the Space-Jet were unable to take off, fly, or communicate.

"Should we wave or signal with light flashes or carve pictograms in the ice?" Hyman Mahal asked, wiping the sweat off his brow.

Rhodan looked thoughtfully at the data in the close-range scan holo. "It would be a good idea if we came up with some suitable means of communication. How can we even begin to convince them that we're completely harmless?"

"I don't think that's necessary any more," said the exo-biologist, looking outside.

The gold-shimmering swarm dissolved. More and more flaming spindle-beings flitted to the north and then straight up into the air. They were followed by smaller and larger groups. Only a few beings raced around the Space-Jet and finally they, too, left. The light faded out and gave way to the gray of early evening. The disc of the sun could be weakly seen, as though outlined by a thin red line.

Rhodan exhaled in relief. "So we don't have to make any gestures to show our humility." He looked at the rapidly flickering numbers on the craft's chronometer. "We should take a look at what our Akonian friends have found. But I hear my stomach growling loudly. Shall we have a quick on-board bite? I don't see any reason to hurry."

Dr. Mahal nodded. "My job. Give me a few minutes to pick out some rations that won't poison us and I'll whip something up."

"Very good. Thank you," Rhodan said and absorbed himself once more in the data supplied by Solina Tormas's team. While the odor of heated ration packages and instant coffee wafted through the cockpit, he tried to make sense out of the readings and energy patterns.

 

There was very little to see in the holo with the naked eye. Solina Tormas scanned below a layer that shifted between impenetrable white and vaguely transparent expanses of ice. Her readings revealed angular dark objects, and irregular individual forms that probably represented rocks that had been buried by the ice. Just as with the battered object that had recently melted its way into the ice, some stray energy trickled out. To Solina, the shadowy outlines suggested a forgotten installation or a small settlement.

Ameda Fayard bent over the hologram. Her bleached hair fell heavily over her forehead. She seemed to be considering the difficulties that awaited them. "These lines here are power connections," Ameda said as Solina switched to the next level of depth. "How old could this installation be?"

Solina shrugged. "Ancient. We can't even guess how long the ice took to cover the buildings. As an archaeologist, you should be able to tell us that more precisely."

"I don't have any experience with buildings or artifacts covered with ice. If we could go into such a building and find some additional reference points ... "

The few shadows beneath the Shift had grown longer. Thin strips of cloud covered the sky. Kealil Ron drove the Shift in a tight circle around the area in question, which proved to be more extensive than was first thought. The sensors of the mass detector reached down to a considerable depth, but the weakly detectable masses below were probably only the highest projections of the base.

"We could melt a hole in the ice," Ameda suggested.

"We'll probably have to try that."

On the third round, they spotted an irregularity in the surface of the ice. Ice floes had been pushed upwards from a rock beneath the ice, then broke off and were piled up into a hill of rough-edged fragments. Some portions formed a triangular tunnel that opened out onto the ice surface and seemed like an entrance into the structures below. "We'll make our attempt there," Solina said. "Why is it suddenly getting bright?"

Gold-shining things had suddenly appeared in front of the Shift. Spindle-shaped, perhaps one and a half meters long, swift and somehow like fish made of light. They grew more numerous and circled the Shift in rapidly changing paths. The control lights in front of the pilot flickered and blinked in a mad rhythm, and the swarm of spindles became even more numerous until there were several thousand of them. Darting swiftly, they completely enveloped the Shift like a spherical shell.

"They're attacking us!" the pilot exclaimed. "And for no reason!"

"Be careful," Solina admonished him, feeling fear clutch her. "Perhaps they're the guardians of the base in the ice."

"Well, I'm landing in any case," Kealil Ron gripped the control lever more tightly. "The risk is too great."

The braking engines immediately went into action. For one terrible moment, the Shift's antigravs failed and the angular body of the craft dropped like a rock. It caught itself when the power came back on and rocked back and forth.

Arsis pressed the sensor on her com unit. "We're losing power! We've got to land!"

Kealil Ron manipulated his controls silently and determinedly. The Shift tipped forwards, then tilted far to the right, and kept on dropping. The swirling of the swarm of uncountable radiant beings suddenly and silently changed as they combined into a mass that spread out and formed a kind of Saturn-like ring around the Shift. The warning system began to bleat just as the pilot increased the power of the antigrav fields. Still seven meters ... five ... the engines howled one last time, then ice splintered and crystals hailed against the craft's sides. It came down on first one end of its inactive caterpillar tracks, then the others.

Almost at the same time, the Shift lost all its on-board power. The Picosyn needed three seconds to switch on the sealed emergency back-up batteries and the life support system sprang back into life.

Ameda Fayard stretched her tall body upright from the floor, clutched her back with a groan, and sat back in her seat. She massaged her neck. "Those creatures practically killed us!" she exclaimed. "Not exactly a friendly welcome. I'll go out and drive them off with a few shots. Or should we use the on-board cannon ... ?"

"Wait!" Solina said sharply. "Do you intend to shoo them away with pieces of ice?"

As Ameda reached for the joystick for the cannon control and threw two security switches, the pilot grabbed her wrist and yanked it away. Kealil Ron all but leaped out of his seat and shoved Ameda to the side with his shoulder.

"Stop!" he shouted. "They're just playing with us! Don't you understand that yet? They could kill us if they wanted to."

"I'll show them that we won't let them play with us!"

The pilot flipped the switches back to their zero settings. "No. You'll only provoke the spindles unnecessarily."

Ameda reached for the handbeamer at her belt, lifted it up, and aimed it out the front windshield at the silent creatures that still circled the Shift. Then she turned, took three long steps half bent over through the cockpit, and pressed the sensor that operated the inner door to the tiny airlock. Tortuously slowly, the rising panels slid open and closed again after Ameda slid through and stepped into the airlock. The outer hatch could only be opened with a hand wheel after the archaeologist had levered up a bar. She leaped down, ran out of the cover of the Shift, and breathed in ice-cold air.

In the last fraction of a second, she pulled herself together and fired into the ice in front of her. The explosion blew splinters and a plume of steam into the air. Then she fired three shots straight up into the sky, into the eye of the small typhoon of shining beings. The swarm jerked to the side and split up. Both halves took flight along the discharge trail above the Shift. They sped into the cloud layer and disappeared. Four bursts of lightning in the sky flashed and nearly blinded the Akonian. She let her beamer sink and only now felt the biting cold on her skin.

In order to overcome her disappointment, Ameda silently quoted a few lines of an ancient Akonian drama. The warning of her father occurred to her: Because you are beautiful and not of the noble class, you must be doubly capable.

"Right, Papa," she murmured. "But I succeeded."

She was not as beautiful as Eniva ta Drorar. She was just under two meters tall with a round face and beautiful brown eyes. She was interested in everything that was old and had left traces behind, and above all fascinated by everything that contained information from the past. Although not from a noble family, she had fought her way up the entire scholarly ladder and had stumbled across the Ochent expedition. Now she stood next to a crash-landed Shift, she was freezing, and she was still angry.

Until just recently, she had not known if her professional qualifications would be necessary on this mission. Now it was clear to her. Up to now, everyone she ever met had ended up feeling that her deeply penetrating look could see into their most closely hidden secrets. Here in the Shift she felt unfulfilled and underrated.

Originally, she had not been enthusiastic about the expedition because the Ochent Nebula promised her a great deal of galactic wasteland without any ruins, artifacts, or deeply buried mysteries. But now there were these astonishing beings. A kind of scholarly compensation? Hardly. Perhaps they would yet find sensational relics of the past, and then she really would be happy. But she had imagined it all very differently.

Ameda muttered a highly expressive curse and climbed back into the airlock. She felt completely helpless and was unsure what to do next and was a little ashamed of her overly dramatic performance. Even so, she had successfully driven off the pesky little creatures. When she once more stood in the cockpit, bringing an icy breeze in with her, she saw that nothing had changed concerning the status of the energy block.

"We're still alive," Solina said. "Only Perry Rhodan can help us now. So we'll just wait—for now."

"Because there isn't anything else we can do," Kealil Ron added with resignation.
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A Frozen World

 

"The less high-tech equipment we use," Perry Rhodan said, "the less can fail. So let's remember the glorious tradition of the ancient explorers of the North and South Poles of Earth."

"To my knowledge, most of those heroes miserably froze to death," Hyman Mahal replied morosely.

As they equipped themselves from the Space-Jet's storage locker they discussed whether one of them should remain in the Jet and keep watch over it. Although Isaias Shimon, the exo-biologist, volunteered, they finally agreed that there was no risk in leaving the Space-Jet unguarded.

Night had fallen and they were now walking in single file towards the Shift's landing place. As Rhodan had expected, their backpack flying units did not function. Their spacesuits were sealed and connected with each other by thin plastic ropes with steel cores. Perry led the group forward. So far they did not need their long icepicks. Now and then the reflection of a spotlight flashed in the ice.

Suddenly Rhodan's voice resounded in their helmet speakers. "It's about ten kilometers to the wreck of the sphere and the buried objects. It'll be a boring trek, though I hope it won't be too difficult. Why don't we pass the time by singing Terran and Lemurian hiking songs?"

"You can't be serious," Shimon said.

"No, I'm not," Rhodan admitted. "It occurs to me that there are a lot of questions that I haven't answered. Questions that our young guest asked."

"About Terran songs?" wondered Isaias. "Like the lyrics to Alemaheyu's crazy pretend-plucking?"

They made good progress through the snow cover on the flat, obstacle-free ice field. Now and then Rhodan glanced at the small magnetic compass which showed they were marching in the direction of 260 degrees. In the Space-Jet he had discovered that Mentack Nutai's magnetic north pole was not at 360. Accordingly, he had determined the course they needed to follow on the basis of the position scans.

"Speaking of which," Hyman Mahal added, "players of invisible guitars are certainly better paid than ships' doctors by the stingy owners of our company."

The group plodded on step by step, mostly in the tracks left by their leader. The darkness was not illuminated by any of the shining natives of the planet who seemed to have vanished without a trace. The joy of discovery, curiosity, and not least the intention of providing help for the stranded Lemurians made the march easier. So far their progress had not been especially difficult, but swirling snowflakes and ice crystals indicated the possibility of being caught in a storm.

"Probably better paid, yes," Rhodan said, "but you couldn't buy the experiences we're having here."

Mahal's muttered reply was almost inaudible. "I think I'd gladly pay not to have some of the experiences we're having here ... "

Onward into the darkness! There was no guiding light by which they could orient themselves. They put their trust in Rhodan, who led them at a moderate pace. He noted, with some concern, that the swirling flakes were becoming more numerous and flying almost horizontally through the beam of his spacesuit's spotlight.

A jagged-edged ice flow appeared in the light beam in front of Rhodan. He turned to the left and marched onwards. The exterior microphone caught the crunching of spacesuit boots in fine, powdery snow. Rhodan wondered where the crawler could have landed.

During the meal break, he had told Denetree about Halutians and showed her pictures and videos of them. Peaceful Halutians, among them his friend Icho Tolot who was not one of the Beasts. Denetree had looked at the pictures filled with reverence, murmuring the word "Keeper" more than once.

The first, heavy snow flurry blew in from the side and enveloped Rhodan and his companions. Twenty paces further, Hyman Mahal, who was last in the line, called out, "Those damned light-things are coming back, Perry!"

"For the moment," Rhodan said, turning around, "we'll act as though they don't exist. Where are they?"

"Somewhere above us, mostly invisible."

Rhodan leaned back and looked up through his helmet faceplate. Barely perceptible between the driving snow clouds, three or four dozen of the energy beings flitted around. They buzzed here and there, uniting into a small swarm and circled the area. Their glow penetrated the falling snow, casting faint shadows of the team members. But the spindles did not attack; they seemed to be expectant, circling and waiting.

"I see them. Let's go on. We'll be just as defenseless up ahead as we are here."

"That would be best," Shimon agreed, not sounding happy about it either way.

Rhodan pulled on the connecting cord and set out again. The driving snow became thicker and a few storm gusts blew out of the weak wind. He could still take long steps and follow the compass. Minute after minute, they continued in silence, accompanied by the golden spindles.

 

Rhodan and his companions took two and a half hours to cover the distance to the Shift. As they neared the end of their march, storm gusts blew in from the west and tore at the team. They first saw the dark shape of the Shift when they were only two dozen paces away from it. From the outside, the Shift seemed undamaged. Rhodan unhooked himself from the rope, went to the entrance ramp, and banged the grip of his handbeamer on the outer hatch. Three small spotlights flared on, then the hatch opened.

Ameda Fayard put her round face in the light. "Perry Rhodan!" she exclaimed in surprise. "How did you ... ?" Then she saw Denetree, Mahal, and Shimon, who were coming through the snow cloud half bent over. "How did you get here? The power ... "

"On foot," Rhodan said, opening his helmet. "Are you all right? No one injured?"

"No, just these fire spindles. They've hit us hard." She pulled Rhodan into the cramped interior of the Shift and waved to the others. "I fired a few warning shots at them and they pulled back."

"They accompanied us and are still observing us," Denetree said, smiling at the Akonian historian as she greeted her.

The newcomers piled their loads in the corner of the airlock and went into the cockpit. Shimon and Mahal found just enough room and noticed that the Shift was being powered from the emergency battery. Rhodan pulled off his glove and shook Solina's hand.

"We've apparently entered dangerous territory," Rhodan said, and leaned against a seat. On the folding table stood cups and food scraps. The air circulation system hummed at full capacity. Water dripped from the four ice-cold spacesuits, to which two centimeters of snow still clung. "We've analyzed your readings and location scans very closely. There are two discovery sites. I think it's because we've approached them that the golden spindles are so excited. After all, we're intruders or at best visitors to their planet."

"Not only us but the pieces of the ark," Ameda Fayard added.

"That's true," Solina said. "What should we do? Or rather, what can we do?"

Rhodan grinned cheekily. "Go have a look, I think."

"And the spindle creatures?" Solina waved her arms helplessly. "Won't they prevent us from doing that? They seem to be real masters at draining energy."

At least Ameda seemed determined to set out at once.

Shimon indicated the furious snowflurry in front of the viewports. "I'm even considering the possibility that the energy beings could have caused the crash of the ark." He me the intent look of the tall Akonian woman with half-translucent white hair for some seconds. "Perhaps they aren't as perfect as Solina thinks."

"It's bold theory, Isaias," Kealil answered. The Akonian pilot also towered over the Terrans by a head. "We've found only one place where we might possibly get in under the ice."

"You mean that small ice-floe mountain?" Rhodan asked. "Well, the crawler landed on the opposite side of this ice-covered base. If the storm isn't too severe, we should risk it. Despite the loss of power, we'll have a direct view of each other in daylight tomorrow morning."

"A sub-ice expedition?" exclaimed Ameda. "Right now? Count me in!"

Rhodan took stock of the faces of the Shift occupants and tried to estimate the possible dangers that threatened them. The golden spindles, he told himself, would no more attack eight strangers without heavy energy weapons than the survivors of the LEMCHA OVIR. They would observe what happened curiously—just as curiously as he would himself. He hoped his limited optimism was justified. "We have to take into consideration the fact that we might not be able to take off or reestablish contact with our ships for quite some time," he said thoughtfully. "So we'll occupy ourselves with good, old-fashioned research work. There are certainly enough scholarly specialists among us. Shall we set out once the snowstorm dies down?"

For Denetree this experience, in such technologically advanced surroundings, was entirely new to her. Before now she had always turned for help to Harriett Hewes but now she leaned on Solina. Literally, since both women sat next to each other in one of the wide, fold-down auxiliary seats. She seemed to be waiting for Rhodan's invitation. "I, too, think these beings aren't evil. We probably only frightened them," she said after some hesitation.

Solina nodded. "Or they've had a bad experience with earlier visitors."

Rhodan also nodded. "That would explain their excitement," he said, half agreeing. "We're approaching something left behind by earlier inhabitants. But there still isn't any certainty that these fire spindles are to blame for our situation. Or responsible, if you want to put it more kindly."

"Perhaps the ark inhabitants had trouble with the fire spindles?" Ameda slapped the handbeamer at her belt with her palm and grinned. "Let's avoid trouble. Then they'll light our way on the march to the ice floes."

"Agreed!" Arsis Tachim said. Up to now she had listened silently and passed out cups full of a hot, dark-brown liquid that had a strong similarity to a Terran coffee-cocoa mixture. "It's gotten a little brighter outside. The snow isn't reflecting any light from the glowing spindles. Shall we move out?"

The Akonians opened wall cabinets and outfitted themselves with gear for the expedition in the Shift's narrow confines. Like Rhodan's team, they avoided high-tech equipment. They all thought more of the plunge into icy, slippery, and dark places than of conquering an ancient, ice-encased, high-tech base.

 

Precisely 37 minutes after they started out, they stopped in front of two ice floes that had been tilted upright against each other and formed an almost equilateral triangle. Scattered flakes swirled through the light beam as Rhodan, Solina, and Mahal switched on their spotlights. The ice shone bluely, shimmering at the edges with sparkling crystals. Solina slowly approached the apparent entrance and the others followed. There was enough room that three people could walk carefully side by side, one step after another. Except for the crunching footsteps, it was deathly still. The energy beings hovered overhead. The shining swarm circled directly above the ice-crusted rocks that reared some twenty meters high out of the tangled mass of ice floes and fragments.

As the team stepped through the entrance, the swarm broke into agitated movement, darted closer, and whirled towards the entrance with their pointed ends. Just before striking, the lancet-shaped beings shot back up into the air and danced here and there. The shining creatures seemed to want to enter a second time, but they shied away once more and shot back upwards. The entire event hardly took five seconds, then the mass dispersed in all directions, and soon only a flickering, shining ring high overhead remained. Except for Arsis Tachim, who was the last to go inside, the team members had seen nothing of it.

Strangely, the helmet radios seemed to operate perfectly. The rest of the group heard Arsis' report on the light beings that she had observed.

Rhodan regarded the short stretch lying ahead of them. "We'll soon have to determine whether this mound of ice really is an entrance. But the behavior of the gold spindles indicates that it is. After such a long time ... ?"

For about fifty meters straight ahead, they moved with utmost caution behind the widely spread beams of the spotlights. Then, still on coarse snow, they began to head slightly downwards until a wall of ice blocked the way. It spanned the space between the walls like a bulkhead. Rhodan went up to the white, crystal-shimmering sheet and struck it with his fist.

It sounded muffled and at the same time there was a weak echo and a distant cracking. Rhodan took five steps back, drew his beamer from his belt, and fired a steady heat-ray. Within a few moments, it had melted a hole in the ice sheet that grew larger and quickly dissolved at the edges as he drew the beam in a circle. After three shots, the opening was large enough that they could step through one by one.

The ice sheet was about a third of a meter thick. Before them stretched a tunnel-like corridor through the ice. A crevice with rounded walls that led rather steeply downwards and in a tight curve. The Terrans, the Lemurian, and the Akonians jammed the points of their icepicks into the floor. Taking small, careful steps, they slid, staggered, and all but fell down to the end of the spiraling tube of ice. The illumination from the spotlights created surreal shadows around them. From the ceiling hung hundreds of icicles, from the size of fingers to half the size of a man. Rhodan and his companions feared that a loud noise could trigger a hail of deadly projectiles.

As they neared the end of their descent, Hyman Mahal ran into Ameda's back, held on to her tightly for a moment, and gasped, "Sorry. Slipped again."

"I don't know of any better method for close-up flirting," the tall Akonian replied, grinning at him.

After another fifty steps, they reached a hall of stone, rock, metal, and ice. Solina shone her torch upwards in all directions. Finally the circle of light lingered on the top of a column that, although thickly covered with ice and made of gray metal, melted into the rock. The column underneath was ice-free, smooth, and looked to Rhodan as though it was made of cast iron and included a densely entwined floral pattern as decoration.

"Early Akonian," Solina said. "Second Cosmophile Period, What do you think, Ameda?"

On either side, there were about twenty such columns, each some ten meters high, with a diameter of less than half a meter. They supported a massive ceiling of metal able to take a considerable load. It was probably Akonian Steel. Straight ahead, two wings of a gate stood wide open. Ice had built up everywhere; the water had frozen into curtains, arcades, icicles, and layers, which gave the scene a fantastic, unreal appearance.

Ameda Fayard's spotlight flitted up to the ceiling, reflecting itself in the mad decorations. They seemed to be made of white crystal cloths with a thousand folds, frills, and pleats. After a long pause for thought, while the team slipped and slid 50 or 60 meters across the reflective floor, she answered: "Designed and built for humanoids, in particular for Akonian proportions. So-called 'heroic style.' You could be right. But Old Akonian ... I don't know. Not yet."

"We don't want to end up frozen remnants of Akonian history ourselves," Rhodan said, getting a mild dig in. "Let's carry on. These are hardly Terran remains."

Beyond the gate, a kind of frozen nightmare awaited the expedition members. They fanned out to the sides: eight spotlights tore their surroundings out of a thousand-year, icy paralysis. The floor consisted of a dark gray mass, smooth as a runway. On it were large, irregularly shaped patches of ice, but the facades of the buildings were mostly ice-free. They had massive canopies, from which only a few icicles hung. Between the canopies, water had fallen over the course of many years and had frozen and formed pillars with the diameters of fortress towers. The sides of the pillars seemed to show that they had melted and frozen several times.

The group moved cautiously in all directions, ever deeper into the realm of the past. They passed between steel walls, rock and ice in every imaginable shape, and in fantastic patterns no one had ever seen before.

"Over there, to the right, Perry," Denetree said suddenly in surprise. "The ice has fallen in there and shattered."

"Where? Oh, I see it, too."

With every few steps, the group was confronted with new grotesque shapes. But so far they had not discovered anything that offered any explanations. A long time before, Akonians had apparently established a settlement which, from all appearances, had been intended as an enduring colony. Or at least a frequently used base. The massive amount of construction seemed to bear out that assumption. At some point this base had been abandoned. Why? The group all turned to look at the place where Denetree was shining her light.

As in so many other places, vertical curtains of ice stretched between cube-shaped buildings with narrow window slits and projecting roofs. Within the range of the spotlights were three such ice masses. Draperies of ice like theater curtains that had flowed from the height of a polar glacier. At the base, just above the floor, huge, jagged holes gaped. It was as though a projectile four or five meters in diameter had slammed through them in a straight flight. Debris and fragments had melted together.

"What's that?" someone asked.

Rhodan worked his way to the base, shone his light, and found shards and chunks of old ice. It had not been a melting process, but some relatively short time before, something had blasted through here. Rhodan identified four such breakthroughs, lying one after another in a straight line.

"I don't know," he said. Even as he spoke, something else happened that increased everyone's feeling of being at the mercy of events beyond their control. Of stirring up dangerous mysteries from out of the past.

Lights!

Points of white-yellow brightness.

Lights came on in a hundred places. Deep within thick ice, on the underside of roofs, behind round and angular windows, and alongside paths that the last Akonian must have trod thousands of years before.

"That's some of the energy we detected," Solina called, the echo making her voice sound shrill. "There's a power plant still working somewhere. The ice is alive!"

"So are we," muttered Kealil Ron. "So far." Rhodan came back to the group. "Don't panic! Solina? Ameda? Are you certain this base was built by Akonians?"

"Second Cosmophile Period," said Solina. "Definitely! That was when my forefathers swarmed through the universe and believed it was more or less their private property. As every student of history knows, they weren't very particular about their methods."

"Could it be that they did something terrible to the inhabitants of this planet?" Rhodan asked.

"Who knows?" Ameda said. "That many thousands of years ago? It's perfectly possible."

"That opens possibilities that at least don't surprise me," Rhodan said. "It's an old story, and it's always the same. My theory is that the fire spindles remember the conflict in the distant past. That makes them distrustful because they think we're the descendants of their enemies from back then and we're starting a new war."

"Maybe you're on to something there—but if so, how long do these things hold a grudge, anyway?" Ameda said with a slightly skeptical undertone.

The team had gradually made its way further. The more deeply they penetrated, the more closely the buildings stood together. That meant that the breaks in the ice between them grew fewer. The number of lights increased. Rhodan had little hope of discovering anything, but directed his multifunction wristband to the area in front of him and tapped a few sensor fields.

To his surprise, a tower-like building appeared on the flickering mini-holo, with an interior that was warmer than its surroundings and showed about twenty diffuse energy sources. But the wristband unit was still not completely functional.

"Maybe we'll learn a bit more there, if you'll follow me," he said. "Just 500 meters, diagonally to the left."

The members of the group instinctively drew closer to each other. Between tiny islands of milky light, between stalagmites large and small. Ice pillars, metal walls, pedestals of perfectly worked stone. Heavily hanging power cables weighted down by jagged ice, in a labyrinth of right-angled paths full of ice or completely ice-free. They went towards a tower that stood in the middle of a plaza, thirty meters high, merging with the icy ceiling above it. Huge trees stood around it in two circles in the plaza. Trees! Completely leafless, 25 meters high, with gigantic crowns and snow white. The trunk and branches down to the tiniest twig were perfect but fragile white ice sculptures. The roots disappeared into thick, circular sheets of ice.

"One loud word," Arsis whispered, "and all this splendor will come crashing down in a heap!"

"One more reason to enjoy it all in silent appreciation," Ameda commented with a hint of sarcasm.

"How can we get in?" Shimon wondered.

They found three doors that led into a round hall. The furnishings and the stairs seemed to be prefabricated building components. Rhodan thought of the practical simplicity of things intended for military use. As they stood in the middle of the hall, there was a loud crash from outside, followed by the tinkling of glass or shards of ice. Piercing echoes rang through the spaces of the building. Then silence.

Seconds later, individual circular lights switched on in the ceiling. An ancient system awakened hesitantly to new life as though it had sensed the presence of the visitors.

"I think I'm going to have to expand my knowledge of old Akonian technology," Solina said, almost in disbelief. "Some sensors are still functioning. There must be some power-generating system down here that's still working—or else started up again."

"That's what it looks like," Ameda agreed. "Perhaps we'll find some piece of equipment that will give us some information."

"Don't be too confident about that just yet," Mahal said. "Even so, a more focused search wouldn't hurt."

"Where do you suggest we look?"

Rhodan went up to the steps and pointed to the ceiling with the light sources, of which half were not functioning. A few of the bright circles flickered. It had become clear to the team that several hundred individuals might have lived in the base. What had the Akonians been working on or studying back then. Or what could they have been looking for?

"This is definitely not a Terran base," Rhodan said suddenly, thinking out loud. "But an Akonian base here in the Ochent Nebula?"

"It may seem incredible but the proof is all around us," Solina replied. "If we go on, we will find more clues." Ameda nodded in agreement.

As far as they could tell, the steps led through all the rooms up to the roof of the tower. When the group entered the next room, the incomplete lighting switched on there, too. Except for some control consoles that seemed to be solidly built in to the walls, the room was empty. Everywhere, moisture had condensed as ice. The crystals sparkled in the diffused light like myriads of tiny diamonds. Milky light seeped through windows that were covered with a thick layer of crystals. Solina and Ameda went to the consoles and tried in vain to wipe away the crumbly ice. They then aimed their beamers, set at minimum heat, at the panels.

Two, three shots melted the ice covering on the upper surfaces of the consoles, revealing empty casings underneath with all the electronics stripped out. No switches, lights, or any other instruments had been left behind.

Ameda muttered an Akonian curse. "Nothing. We'll just have to go on looking." Her breath formed long, white streams in the air. She closed her spacesuit and followed Rhodan.

He cautiously climbed up the ice-slick steps and was the first to enter the room directly above. It was completely empty. Rhodan shrugged and left the room; the others followed. It was virtually pointless to search the frozen installation. They would not find anything important.

There were nine rooms, one on top of the other. They found some broken pieces of furniture, some scrap metal, and a solidly frozen pile of rubbish. Once thawed with beamers, the contents confirmed the base's Akonian origin.

 

On the uppermost level, they came across a strange scene in white. On an icy carpet stood a white work table, an ice-encased high-backed chair, and two snow-covered lamps. The table stood in front of a glass bay window that they had seen from outside. The group slowly approached the back of the chair. There were no room lights here, so the beams of their spotlights struck the shimmering collection of furniture from eight different directions.

When they saw the scene from the front, they came to an abrupt halt. A dead man sat in the chair, covered with ice like everything else, his solidly frozen hands in his lap.

"The last guardian ... " Rhodan murmured.

It was a man wearing a kind of uniform. His narrow, aged, and sunken face with frozen white eyes revealed nothing about the manner of his death. On top of the table lay writing utensils, sheets of paper, and some small, unidentifiable objects.

"By Drorah's Nebula!" Solina exclaimed. "What a ghastly sight!"

Denetree looked at the corpse and was too shocked to say anything. Ron and Ameda picked up the pieces of paper and tried to remove the ice crystals without destroying the paper underneath. As they worked over the table, one of the lamps silently switched on by itself with startling suddenness and bathed the table and the chair with harsh light.

Again a few heat beams warmed the immediate surroundings. The ice on the table turned into droplets of water, which also fell from the corners of a binder in which were more sheets of paper. The edges of the sheets could be seen where they protruded from the edge of the binder's cover. They were white sheets, which had been frozen along with the covers under a thick layer of ice. On the front cover, under a coating of ice crystals, they discovered written characters. Rhodan wiped the surface with his fingers and the writing became a little clearer.

"Read it," Shimon requested of the historian. "Or isn't it Akonian?"

It was impossible to separate the sheets from each other with gloved fingers or to remove the binder from the table top. With the help of some low-intensity beamer discharges, it finally came loose without significant damage.

Solina held the binder in the light. "Old Akonian and handwritten. Here it says, Written by an Ancient One and Dedicated to His Grandchildren. This frozen bundle will have to be thawed out and dried at some point. Only then can I get at the contents."

"From an old man ... " Ameda said softly. "Or from someone who froze to death while he was writing. A will?"

"Very possibly," Rhodan murmured.

"Perhaps we'll find useful information in it?" Isaias suggested. He watched as Solina opened a compartment in her spacesuit's backpack and carefully shoved the icy block inside. "Useful for us and the stranded Lemurians."

"Any information is not only of great historical importance ... " Rhodan started to say, and then was interrupted.

There was a thundering crash outside of the tower followed by an ongoing tinkling and splintering. A portion of the icicles had come loose from the ceiling and rained down on the floor, breaking into shards with a ringing and a loud cracking. The tower room floor seemed to vibrate slightly.

"We aren't alone!" Denetree exclaimed. "Or else the ice is collapsing right above us."

"We'd better get out of here!" Rhodan urged. "Out into the open! We'll examine the writing in the Shift or on the Space-Jet. Let's move it, friends."

Their uncertainty grew into a fear of having triggered hidden devices. It was possible that the Akonians had equipped their installations not only to protect them from the light spindles but also from other intruders.

The team turned towards the stairs. The difficult and slippery descent down some 350 steps began.

 

Suffering from lack of sleep but still alert and concentrating intently, Sharita Coho was perched in her contour seat. She seemed to have been staring constantly for hours at the surface of the planet shown in the control center's semi-circular holo. The ship's chronometer showed 0347 hours on April 23. Her thoughts ran through her various concerns: from the expectations of the PALENQUE's owners of valuable discoveries, to the mysterious but not life-threatening energy drain, and to that damned Akonian starship that followed a light-second behind in almost the same orbit as her own ship. The data that Omer Driscol had delivered to her an hour before—Omer, whose stoic calmness was driving her up the steel-plated wall!—showed that Crawler VIII, the Space-Jet, and the Akonian Shift stood unchanged and apparently immovable where they had landed. They remained near the two accumulations of dense matter beneath the ice at the edge of the polar cap.

Paratron shield, HO shield, the impact shield—negative. it was impossible to divert the remaining power to the shields. There was still no com contact with the four craft just as before. The silence was so thick that she seemed to hear it as a roaring in her ears.

"Still nothing, Alemaheyu?" she asked, although she believed she knew the answer already.

"Nothing, Sharita," the com officer replied. "Even worse, absolutely nothing."

What should they do, other than wait? They were literally powerless. It seemed as though the PALENQUE was not in any danger at the moment, since all the emergency systems were still running. Only the engines and communications with Mentack Nutai were dead in the water.

 

—We have the strangers under control and are observing their every step.—

—The occupants of the two spaceships do not appear to have any bad intentions.—

—But ... how quickly could two hundred or two thousand spaceships appear above our home world once more?

Time meant little in the lives of beings that drank starlight and bathed in the particle streams of the sun. Thoughts, even from uncountably many individuals, did not become pictorial images, sculptures, or written works, but remained in the realm of circling electrons. Intelligence arose in ancient times—when the progenitor of all Menttia combined out of solar wind and stardust and for the first time realized that it existed and thought. Intelligence and memory were subject to the law of entropy just as much as the nearby star and all within its influence.

During the long period that followed the mating of the first two Menttia and the appearance of a third, intelligence and memory changed. With each division, the memory diminished by a tiny quantum of energy while intelligence grew. Menttia built no cities and sowed and harvested no plants. They observed, drew conclusions, compared, and spent their lives in philosophical serenity and ease. They spread around their world, and were carried along in the solar wind and streams of charged particles.

Through patient observation, deduction, comparison, and extrapolation, they gained an insight into the nature of the universe. At the end of an individual existence, they dissolved, turning into ether that the other ether-beings drank and in which they bathed without grief. Waiting, the various swarms of the spindles observed the great ships that circled their world. The watched the many survivors of the crash, and the small groups of strangers that explored portions of the planet.

—They have entered the city in the valley. We cannot discern what they are doing or what is happening to them.—

—If they survive, they will return to their space vessels.—

 

On board the PALENQUE, more than an hour went by in complete inactivity. Harriett Hewes brought fresh, strong coffee and handed out the cups.

A second hour ticked by just as gloomily. Nothing changed, except for the fact that the coffee gave the commander heartburn.

Thirty-one minutes ...

"A signal!" Alemaheyu exclaimed. "The LAS-TOOR, Sharita. It's their first officer, the Ma-Techten ... "

Sharita raised her hand and gestured to the com officer. "Put him on," she said. "Let's see if the Akonians are in any better shape than we are."

The holo formed and showed the First Officer, whose black eyes flashed at Sharita as though he was waiting to pounce.

"Ah! Echkal cer Lethir. What can I do for you, Ma-Techten?" Sharita asked the question in an almost casual tone. "How is the situation with you? Are you paralyzed like us?"

The Akonian did not respond to her question. "Commander, I am about to take over command of the LAS-TOOR."

"How so? Has something happened to Jere von Baloy?" The Terran commander and her Akonian counterpart had some violent verbal duels behind them. Out of these had grown a reluctant but not openly expressed respect.

"Discipline, which has always been only casually observed on the LAS-TOOR, is close to collapse. I cannot allow that. A ship needs clear lines of authority, otherwise it is in danger."

"I quite agree with you about latter," Sharita Coho replied. She looked the Akonian in the eye. "Therefore we should discuss this question commander to commander."

"The Maphan is not available at present."

"What does that mean?"

"Internal matters aboard our ship are not intended for the ears and eyes of Terrans!"

Sharita did not care for the emphasis with which Echkal cer Lethir had pronounced the word Terrans. "What are you getting at? Do you still distrust us? On Maahkora ... "

"Maahkora is light-years back."

"We've kept our part of our agreement down to the last comma," Sharita exclaimed indignantly.

"Oh really?" came the reply from the unusually short Akonian. "Then why is the LAS-TOOR drifting helplessly in orbit while your prospecting scrap pile ... "

"Our 'scrap pile' is called the PALENQUE, and we're just as helpless as you are. We can't even activate our defense-shield projectors. There's no contact with down below, no power for the engines ... All that's left is our ability to talk with you—and that's a dubious pleasure!"

The Akonian did not respond to Sharita's jab. Had she crossed a line in her anger? She studied Lethir's face in an attempt to deduce what was motivating him. Distrust—certainly. In contrast to the majority of his crew, he did not trust the Terrans. Neither their motives nor recent developments in which the conflict between Akon and Terra had lessened. Lessened but not disappeared.

Cer Lethir swallowed hard. "That is what you claim. What if all this was merely an ingenious deception on the part of you Terrans ... "

Alemaheyu Kossa cut in and said loudly, "Connection lost, Sharita!"

"Lost or broken off on the Akonian side?"

The hologram, still showing Echkal cer Lethir's upper body dissolved. "The Ma-Techten couldn't help it," Omer Driscol said. "It's the same effect as with the crawler and the Space-Jet. Somebody or something is playing with us." The hyperdetection officer leaned over his console. "Take a look at that," he went on. "The exterior cameras picked it up!"

The holo flickered for a fraction of a second, showed a whirl of false color, and then stabilized again. In front of the background of stars and the arching planetary horizon, thousands upon thousands of sparks could be seen rising up from the planet, beginning to glow more brightly, and speeding towards the PALENQUE. Just before they reached the ship, they swung to the side and showed their true form. Spindle-shaped, gold-colored, and sun-bright shining things. Like excited young fish they merged into a new swarm and circled the ship at seemingly the speed of light. They needed only a few seconds to complete a circuit of the PALENQUE.

"What is this? They came from the planet," Sharita said and stared spellbound at the beings. They radiated a menacing beauty.

"They look like flying fish," Driscol replied, unmoved. "Space fish from Mentack Nutai. I'd consider them the true natives of the planet."

"And what do they want?"

Alemaheyu giggled nervously. "To take a picture of us? I know just as much as any of you. No idea."

The floating cameras transmitted the new images to every operating vidscreen in the entire ship. Sharita thought briefly of her eight MVH sublight guns. Since the guns were getting just as little energy as the defense-shield projectors, she let the idea drop. She blinked the exterior landing spotlights a few times, but the creatures seemed unaffected and continued their circling.

"Maybe a few of us should go outside in spacesuits and try to have a dialogue with them?" Alemaheyu said after a few minutes.

"We don't have enough people on board who are tired of life," Sharita answered in resignation. "I was just thinking of making such an attempt. The risk strikes me as too great."

"It was just a suggestion."

"Very well. Let's just wait until anything changes."

The skeleton crew on the bridge went back to looking at the holos and waited for something to happen even though they had no idea what. With each minute, fear grew of the glowing beings and their attack. They had something to do with the loss of power; that had become clear to everyone on board.
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Thunder in the Towers of the Akonians

 

Rhodan and his companions stopped in front of the exit on the lowest level of the tower. He looked outside and saw that a wide track led through the sharp fragments of icy stalactites. It cut straight across the plaza, as though a heavy vehicle had rolled over and through it, partly crushing the ice beneath.

"We really aren't alone here!" he exclaimed. "Look at that trail."

Fear mounted. The signs pointed to a large, heavy body. Rhodan and the others wondered if a vehicle or a robot had been activated when they entered the labyrinth of ice. Now though, silence reigned between the buildings, which looked as though they had been chiseled out of massive ice blocks. The lights, most behind thick ice layers, accentuated the feeling of danger.

"Let's follow the track," Rhodan said after a moment's thought. "It might lead us into a part of the base where we'll learn more."

For some minutes, the team members cautiously made their way more deeply into the installation. No insurmountable obstacles appeared in their path. A track that looked as though it had been made by a bulldozer came from the right. Kealil Ron swung his spotlight around and illuminated it.

"I wouldn't be surprised if we have some serious competition here. One or more beings that the spindles have put pressure on just as much as they have on us." He went further along the track. A black wall could be seen behind a row of cube-shaped buildings that had once been covered with a common roof. In many places, the roof had collapsed, and bizarre configurations of ice that resembled pillars twisted beyond recognition, had pushed their way to the floor.

"Then wouldn't the spindles have taken even the crash-landed Lemurians for the descendants of their enemies?" Denetree asked herself out loud. "But the people of the ark haven't seen anything of them."

"Perhaps they're hard to see in broad daylight?" Rhodan answered. "Or they're mainly found in places where they take on nourishment? But what kind? Solar energy? I have no idea. The Lemurians of the OVIR should have been able to see the spindles without any trouble at night."

"That's all speculation, Perry," Solina said. "Not certainty."

"That's why we're continuing to look, Solina."

The base in the valley was oval, about one by two kilometers, and the team had barely penetrated 500 meters of it. The entrances of the angular buildings were impassable; ice in billowing cloud-like shapes flowed out of them like solidified lava. A hundred steps further on began a ramp of the same black stone as the rock. The ramp's upper surface was ice-free. Another mystery. The ten-meter wide ramp ascended towards the black rectangular wall and ended half-way up in an open entrance. At the uppermost point dark forms lay on the stone, parts of which glistened in the spotlight beams. To the left and right, the wall seemed to blend in with the ice.

"Should we risk it?" Isaias asked.

"Of course," Ameda replied without reflecting.

Do the spindles have a collective consciousness? Rhodan wondered. Then over a long time span, they would have certainly stored many memories, which had perhaps been changed and distorted.

He also thought it was just as possible that it was a matter of not only the energy-controlling air beings, but of other population groups. Young and old. Wise. Intelligent and not? Were they organized like ants and bees? Highly intelligent microbes? But, whatever the case might be, not a single spindle had followed them down here under the ice.

The team had ascended half the incline and looked around. Everywhere stretched incredible structures of ice. Some were split apart by crevices which looked as though they had recently been shaped by the effects of intense heat. But there was no dripping meltwater anywhere. The cold forced the team members to take their gloves off or open their helmets as little as possible; a few minutes were the maximum. A hole with a diameter of ten meters gaped in a sheer ice wall that was like a frozen waterfall. Except for an occasional crackling, it continued to be as still as the bottom of the ocean.

They went on silently until Ameda Fayard stumbled on the first discovery. "This could have been an Akonian robot," she said, turning her spotlight on it.

They counted a total of seven smashed machines that lay on the way to the entrance. Each was composed of cylindrical sections and cubes and with mechanical arms. They were battered and crushed, with steel limbs torn away and the internal machinery laid bare.

"Something smashed these things as though they were toys," Shimon commented. "Maybe it was a suddenly activated machine striking out in blind fury with enormous force?" He went up the ramp in a snaking path between the debris. "Or did they fight with each other?"

"But who was fighting whom?" Mahal wanted to know.

No one answered.

Instead, they went on. Their thoughts whirled with strange ideas and unclear expectations about what lay ahead.

Then a brighter light struck them from the building on the other side of the entrance. They came through the doorway without projectors discharging or force fields forming. The ramp led horizontally onwards, then forked into two directions. One was a wide path leading down to the floor of a gigantic hall. The other formed a gallery that lost itself on the opposite wall of the hall, which lay in half darkness.

"This has to be it," Rhodan said in surprise. "The center of the installation. And it's huge—when the Akonians decided to build a base on this planet, they didn't hold back."

Powerful spotlights shone on the undamaged ceiling of the building complex. It was approximately one kilometer long and 300 meters wide. Many of the lights no longer operated, so some areas stood out clearly and brightly while others were shrouded in darkness.

"Something on this planet must have been damned important for you Akonians," Hyman Mahal muttered. "If you built something like this. What was it? An atomic factory? Or a beam projector for blasting planets out of their orbits?"

"I don't know," Ameda and Solina answered almost simultaneously. Ameda continued: "That's what we'll try to find out when we examine the buildings and the equipment."

"Let's split up," Rhodan suggested. "One group per side."

"All right," Ameda said.

The helmet radios had been operating without any interference since they entered the complex. That implied that there was a powerful barrier against the glowing spindles' energy drain.

Rhodan tested his multi-purpose wristband. ERROR FUNCTION appeared on the Picosyn's display. The floor of the hall was as ice-free as the ramp, or so it seemed. Box-like, windowless buildings of different colored metal were scattered across the hall without any apparent plan. The roofs of the small buildings were on a level with the elevated walkway.

Between the massive buildings with rounded edges, equally bulky constructions rose from the floor. These resembled turbine housings, generators, transformers, or energy storage banks. These, too, were in different colors. Many of them were connected by a network of pipes that were large enough for a man to crawl into. They crossed each other in an undecipherable pattern and disappeared into the roofs of some buildings. In the center of the hall, an angular tower of stone blocks and glass in massive metal frames rose from the floor to the ice-encrusted ceiling.

And on every surface and rounded edge, a thick layer of glistening snow crystals lay on top of a thin shell of ice. In contrast to the deathly stillness outside, a deep rumbling filled the hall.

The team split into two groups and accelerated their pace. No one wanted to stay here any longer than necessary. They walked down the ramps and lost themselves between the machinery complexes and buildings.

As Rhodan and Denetree came around the corner of the first metal, cube-shaped building, a harsh metallic snapping and then some tinkling sounds sounded behind them. Then a metal wall like a bulkhead moved slowly from out of the adjacent wall. Yellow, red, and orange-colored lights flickered and a powerful motor whined. Ahead of them, a second wall blocked their way, but in it yawned a hole as though from a projectile that had punched through it with enormous force. The jagged edges were bizarrely twisted outwards; some debris lay scattered on the granite floor.

"If it wasn't completely impossible ... " Rhodan murmured. He turned to Denetree, and out the corner of his eye saw Mahal and Shimon going from machine to machine.

Solina called over the wristcom. "No problems, Perry. All the signs are in Old Akonian. Ameda confirmed it."

"Thanks," Rhodan replied. "Have you seen anyone? Or something that smashes robots and punches holes through massive walls of ice and steel?"

"By the exploding sea mushrooms of Shaghomin"! exclaimed the historian, sounding almost embarrassed. "Not a thing, sorry."

Rhodan and Denetree climbed through the hole. An Akonian Shift could have comfortably passed through it, Rhodan thought to himself but let the thought slide. Fifteen steps further, in the middle of a greenish building, the two halves of a hatch cover hissed grindingly apart. The interior lit up in a gloomy red light. A tank-like robot on wide caterpillar tracks came rolling out, its numerous illuminated sensors blinking. Rhodan grabbed Denetree by the wrist and ran to one side, pulling her along with him. The machine waved hydraulic arms with grippers twice the size of human hands and was connected to something inside the building by a thick spiral of cable. It clattered straight ahead, and collided with a metal control panel. As the housing tipped half off the base, sparks spewed from its insides.

"We've crossed a boundary into forbidden territory, Denetree," Rhodan said. Holding his beamer at the ready, he observed how the robot drew back, changed direction, and rolled forward again. Five meters further, it ran into the edge of the nearest building. A huge sheet of ice came loose and shattered into innumerable shards on the floor. Some long fragments, the length of human arms, punched their way into the main part of the robot's metal body and tore up the internal circuitry, setting off massive discharges of energy. The robot stopped, refusing to go any farther. Its metal limbs flailed against the stone floor, making screeching noises as they struck. Sparks flew in all directions.

"Don't panic!" Rhodan called into his helmet mike. "We aren't in any danger! It's just an ancient robot cracking up."

It was impossible to tell what purpose the installation had served. But the old Akonian technology was still operational to a limited degree. As the machine collided repeatedly with obstacles that it did not recognize as such, Rhodan and Denetree continued straight on along a wide stretch of rocky floor. They came to an angular structure that, unlike the metal buildings, was built with transparent components. The noise of the machine behind them continued without stopping. The hall was filled with the sounds of its struggle in a continuous, nerve-wracking background racket.

As Rhodan came to a halt, the entire building suddenly lit up and glowed with a white, even light. Several levels could be seen, and judging from the visible switch panels and connecting cables, it seemed to be a control center of some kind. Again a wide door opened up automatically; the vibrations loosened large sheets of ice. Rhodan and Denetree went through the doorway into a large hall. Several steep metal stairs led both upwards and downwards from the entrance. Here were long control panels and old-fashioned Akonian tables and chairs. Shimmering hot air suddenly began to stream from openings in the floor, and the ice on the ceiling and the stairs started to melt. From the background of the hall three very loud crashing sounds came at one-second intervals. Then there was a loud cracking, and several spotlights went out.

"I'll look up there," Denetree said, then interrupted herself. "There's that crashing again. Could it be a battle of some kind?"

"I don't know," Rhodan replied. "Something's breaking up, anyway."

"I'm in the approximate center of the hall," Mahal reported over the com. "I think I've seen something large between the buildings. All the way in the back."

"We've released some remaining power with our entrance here. Can you make it out any more clearly?" Rhodan asked. Again he thought of some mechanical relic that had gone completely out of control and was smashing its way through the installation.

"No, it's coming from the other side."

"We haven't been able to identify anything, either," Solina called in. "One thing is certain: a long time ago, power was generated here. But for what?"

Rhodan and Denetree agreed on their next move with a hand signal, then he went down the steep steps through thin clouds of steam.

Denetree climbed upwards and leaped from the iron steps when she reached the higher level. The massive glass sheets in the heavy frames that divided the level like partitions were almost ice-free. Denetree opened her helmet and sniffed. The air smelled pungent; it was breathable but damp, and thin vapor condensed on her suit and skin. She went between solidly frozen seats from one console to the next, risking an attempt to move levers and push buttons, but nothing happened.

She climbed from floor to floor as they had in the stone tower. Here, too, all the systems were out of order. She slowly went back down.

Suddenly she heard a voice trembling with panic. Denetree recognized Ameda, who was calling from somewhere in the hall. "I need help! I'm in the blue building. I can't move—some kind of restraining field."

"I'm coming, but first I have to find you." Solina's voice sounded calm and controlled.

"I know where you are." Heavy breathing accompanied Kealil Ron's call. "I'm on my way ... " Then a curse was heard and indeterminate sounds, and at the same time machines started running in the hall area. One of the thick pipes that stretched from the background in the direction of the ramp began to glow a dark red.

Ron swore again. "Some thick plates have blocked me in! I can't get out of here! You'll have to wait ... "

"Did you hear the calls for help, Perry?" Denetree asked worriedly. "I can't do anything from up here."

"Stay calm," Rhodan replied. "First we'll look on the other side of the hall."

Denetree climbed down the ladder-like stairsteps as quickly as the spacesuit allowed. Clouds of steam billowed up towards her from the stairwell. As she reached the entrance room, all but exhausted, Rhodan came out of the thick clouds and wiped the visor of his helmet.

"Now it's really getting serious," he said. "None of us can control the old machinery." He looked around and pointed out the angular tower column or support beam to Denetree. Colored light shone there on the approximately twelve levels. The conspicuously bright illumination of the level below the ceiling pulsated cobalt blue. At least a dozen of the pipes also glowed in various colors.

"Here I am," Solina called from somewhere, her voice now betraying rising panic.

"And I'm to the left of you, Perry," Isaias Shimon said.

Denetree and Rhodan turned around. Shimon came at a run from the direction of the side wall and waved.

A little tensely, Rhodan looked at Denetree. Droplets of sweat and condensing steam ran down her face. "Close your helmet," he told her. "Isaias, go with Denetree as fast as possible to the exit. The situation is getting out of control. Now move it!"

"Do you really think ... " Shimon began, but Rhodan cut him off with a gesture.

"I can't order you to do anything. But take the advice of someone with some experience. Hurry up and get going!"

"All right," Shimon replied. "Come on, Denetree. Here, take my hand."

They left quickly. Rhodan watched them for a few moments, then concentrated once more on the com messages and the parts of the hall that were in an uproar. Whatever was running amok here, the spindles were not responsible for it.

Then he and Mahal heard Arsis Tachim's cry for help.

 

Before the millions upon millions of Menttia were united, many individuals came to prefer the foaming sea waves of spring and autumn where the salty fragrance of creation breathed around them. Others discovered clouds of scent molecules that rose from the deserts after periodic rainfalls transformed them into fields of flowers. Still others delighted in the ethereal emanations of humble plants that survived the heat of summer and cold of winter in protected valleys. When the axial tilt of their world began to change, these places changed as well. The Menttia, whose realm was the entire planet and far out into the velvety darkness of space, had merged into gigantic groupings without giving up their individuality.

—Once this was our mating place. A valley filled with scent molecules that the wind brought to us.—

—And this idyllic place became a setting for conflict and death ...—

Flora and fauna were equal in their universe, even though they lacked the intelligence of the single beings and certainly that of the combined capability of the whole. The ability to reason, an evolutionary process that guaranteed them their independence as thinking beings, had taught the Menttia how to manipulate different kinds of energy for their own use. There was never any regret over not having organs for gripping or holding with which one could build less transient things. Until enormous spaceships appeared that had been built of ore by alien hands. They fell into the atmospheric realm like meteorites after space had announced their coming from beyond the visible stars.

—The eight strangers will realize that they are combing a city of the dead. Disappointed, they will depart.—

—If we continue to block the energy, they cannot take off.—

—So, we must enable their departure.—

—Otherwise they will remain and settle in our homeland ...—

Spaceships landed and from them swarmed alien beings that smelled worse than flowers, salty sea air, or desert blooms. As the strangers began to devastate the valley by building lumpy things in it, the Menttia realized that any energy, up to a certain amount, could be manipulated. They attempted to drive the strangers out using the means available to them. But those creatures acted recklessly and thoughtlessly. They were powerful and intelligent. The battle for the mountain valley began and cost many victims over long years. After suffering many losses during that time, the strangers abandoned the iron city and disappeared. The Menttia never learned whether they considered themselves defeated or if there were some other reason for their departure.

Many Menttia had been consumed by strange energy. Many cycles of days went by, and the planetary axis continued to change its tilt. The polar cold made the scent plants wither and the ice began to cover the city of the Akonians; but that entropy was still not complete.

—We cannot perceive what is happening with the ancient defensive installations. So we will continue to wait.—

 

A whipcrack echoed somewhere in the hall, as though someone had fired a high-energy beam. As Rhodan and Mahal moved as quickly as possible to the other side of the hall, Rhodan wondered yet again why this base had been built so long ago. He could be misinterpreting the signs, but many things pointed to a military research station that developed weapons, defensive force fields, or new technologies. Among the buildings were what appeared to be manufacturing facilities and workshops.

That would explain the restraining fields and the "traps" that were now a danger for him and his companions. Over the com, he heard Ameda and Arsis trying to find their comrades and help them. "Hyman," he said, "I think one of them is over there."

Between metal walls, glassy bulkheads, and both small and gigantic pedestals on which weirdly bizarre machines stood, they found Kealil Ron. He was imprisoned by plates of metal and glass seven meters high, and was trying to enlarge a gap between the edges of the frames with his beamer. Meanwhile, Ameda was squirming desperately in a greenish, cylindrical restraining field. Arsis was nowhere in sight.

"Solina!" Rhodan called. "Where is Arsis? Come to the open plaza between the two red buildings. There are three green-glowing pipes above us."

"Acknowledged," Solina replied. "I see the pipes. I'm coming."

Arsis did not reply, but they heard her heavy breathing. At the same moment, Kealil Ron and Ameda saw that Rhodan and Mahal were approaching. Rhodan climbed up on a pedestal and tried to trace the cables, circuits, and projectors. Again there was the whipcrack of an energy discharge. This time, Rhodan saw the longest pipe, which ran next to the tower column, flash like a long bolt of lighting then suddenly fall back into darkness.

The tremendous echo had not yet faded away when a new crack of thunder was heard. It also came from the dark end of the hall. Rhodan and Mahal could only faintly tell that an object causing enormous destruction was passing through the middle of the installation and heading directly towards them.

Splinters of ice whirled over the edges of the buildings, followed by the debris of heavy structural components. Somersaulting with flailing limbs, a robot was tossed almost to the ceiling. A building behind and to one side of the tower swayed and then slowly collapsed, tearing the thick connecting pipes away with it.

"Get out of here, fast!" Rhodan exclaimed, trying not to lose his grip on events as he started running. Fleetingly, only from the corner of his eye, he saw something large and red behind the tower. A deafening crashing and banging filled the hall, resounding in endless echoes from the walls and ceiling.

" ... I'm in a trench ... trapped ... glass plate over me ... " he heard Arsis's voice on the com.

An electric discharge shot from the floor to the ceiling. A thick mast tipped over like a falling tree and struck the roof of a metal building. Warning lights blinked in three colors and alarms shrieked from different directions. Rhodan and Mahal ran stumbling out of the path of the rampaging giant that was inexorably approaching. A thick column of smoke rose, and fountains of steam howled from invisible crevices or holes. When Rhodan and Mahal reached the side wall behind a low enclosure, several more pipes flared into glowing life.

Again electric discharges crackled from smashed machines. There was another exclamation over the com, this time both loud and relieved: "I've gotten free!"

The massive frames of the glass components that held Kealil Ron prisoner slid tortuously apart. The restraining field around Ameda dissolved. What Arsis yelled, Rhodan could not above all the other noise. Through the blinding energy discharges, the steam, and the whirling fragments of ice loosened by the vibrations, Rhodan saw a wall burst and a creature shoot out of it. Not a machine, but ...

... a Halutian!

A deep black giant that sped along on pillar-like legs and arms. Its hemispherical head was lowered and its jaws gaped wide with flashing rows of teeth within. It wore a red combat suit and its huge eyes were fully open. Rhodan saw it clearly for only half a second, then the Halutian disappeared again between the buildings and machinery. It thundered away towards the stone ramp that lay outside of Rhodan's range of vision.

"That's impossible!" Rhodan exclaimed. A Halutian! Here? And yet ... It may have been impossible, but it made some kind of sense. Besides being nearly twice the height of a man and massively built, Halutians had evolved to be incredibly strong and were virtually invulnerable. If a single being of any species could cause the kind of destruction that Rhodan was seeing in the base, it would just about have to be a Halutian. And while, as a species, Halutians were peaceful by nature now, individuals did occasionally go on rampages. These were known familiarly as "urge-purges" and were simply to vent the physical energy that built up inside of them.

But how did a Halutian get here? And more importantly, how had it gotten on board the LEMCHA OVIR? Rhodan remembered Kalymel's passing mention of a mysterious black object that had been hidden for what must have been decades, if not longer, in a cargo hold on the ark. Its existence was apparently kept a deliberate secret from everyone on board. The object had separated from the LEMCHA OVIR when the ship broke up, and Kalymel had last seen it hurtling towards the planet below during the crash. Now Rhodan realized it must have been some kind of spacecraft that had been docked to the ark and it was one of the objects that had come down in the ice here. It had probably belonged to the being now running amok in the base—a crash landing was something a Halutian could not only survive but laugh off as a minor inconvenience. It would mostly be annoyed by the loss of a perfectly good spaceship.

Still, what had the Halutian been looking for on the ark in the first place? How had it even learned of its existence? The LEMCHA OVIR had raced through the Galaxy for millennia under the cover of its anti-hyperdetection field. That this Halutian had stumbled on it by coincidence bordered on absolute impossibility. But, and this thought completely took Rhodan's breath away, if it was not a coincidence ... what had moved the Halutian to accompany the ark on its journey?

There was yet another thought that disturbed Rhodan. He had seen the Halutian only for a brief moment. But in that moment ... Rhodan dismissed the idea. No, impossible. Completely impossible. In all the chaos and confusion, maybe he had not been seeing very clearly and his imagination had filled in the gaps for him.

The massive being ran onwards, continuing to destroy whatever was in its path. Above the roofs Rhodan saw how the remnants of the robots were being thrown upwards on the other side of the passageway. He snapped his helmet's faceplate shut and turned to Mahal. "Let's get out! And I mean fast—everything's about to blow up here." Then he called, "Denetree! Shimon! Are you all right?"

"We're headed towards the exit," Shimon replied over the com. "We'll wait for you outside on the ice."

Rhodan and Mahal ran as fast as they could from the faint noises that accompanied the Halutian on its way through the ice. They would not nearly be able to keep up with it.

Kealil Ron and Arsis called in. "We're also right by the ramp," the pilot said. "The destruction is continuing. The systems are turning themselves on and off. There are a lot of looping discharges as well as other damage."

"Are Ameda and Solina all right?"

"Don't worry," Ameda called. "We'll manage!"

The ground shook every few seconds. Behind the fleeing team, steam and smoke billowed out. Electrical discharges and huge sparks drove them towards the exit, up the ramp, and onwards. The only hope of surviving the inferno lay outside on the ice expanse, as far away as possible from the rock and the crevice in the ice.

 

Denetree lagged thirty steps behind Shimon and recognized parts of the path that they had taken coming in. She gasped in exhaustion. Pain and weariness gripped her knees. She was hungry and sipped constantly from her spacesuit's supply of drinking water. She wanted just one thing: to lie down and sleep for a long time.

Behind her rose a massive wall. To the right of it, next to one of the cube-shaped buildings, masses of ice had penetrated, forming several swollen and crooked columns twisted around each other and reaching to the ceiling. To the left was a low mound of debris that resembled an ice-covered bench. Denetree went to it and sat down, resting against her soft backpack as it pressed the ice behind her. Clouds of sweat-moist air escaped as she opened her spacesuit.

She cautiously inhaled the icy air and closed, only for a moment, her eyes. Crouched between the thick moss cushions of the oxygen trees, next to her brother Venron, the only one she could talk freely with. They told each other the stories they had made up about the stars. About the freedom that there must be among them, the adventures ...

A long, shuddering vibration and a ringing clatter made Denetree give a start. Just then she saw how between Shimon, who had come to a stop, and the place where she was sitting, the frozen stalactites were coming loose and falling to the floor. They shattered, throwing off large, sharp-edged splinters, and within a few seconds had piled up into a growing, impenetrable wall next to the gigantic mirror-like sheet of ice. An ice prison had formed around Denetree. "Isaias," she called frantically. "I'm closed in! Please help me!"

She had leaped up from the bench and was confronted with obstacles that were too high and too massive to climb over or go around. Then she heard Shimon's answer over her helmet speaker. "Damn. I don't know what I can do. Let me think ... "

Denetree turned around helplessly. Again several cubic meters of icicles fell to the floor with a deafening crash. If I can perhaps melt through the ice sheet ... she thought and felt for her beamer. But it was much too heavy for her hand, while the ice was far too thick to melt ...

It all happened much too quickly. Only later did she recall what she had seen and realized its significance. Cracks appeared in the huge sheet of ice in front of her. Then something shattered the ice wall in a white explosion. A hurtling, red-glowing mass flew towards Denetree, its powerful limbs pounding rapidly on the floor.

Time suddenly seemed to pass very slowly. Thousands of jagged crystal shards flew in all directions with a tinkling sound. The fragments of ice reflected in the icy, milkily illuminated air a multitude of tiny images that were by turns indistinct, distorted, and strikingly sharp. All showed a single figure: a four-armed being with three glowing red eyes, running on its legs and arms. Despite its horrific appearance, it was a promise of salvation, like an ultimate terror that transformed within a fraction of a second into a dreamily gentle promise of rescue. As the images reflected in the crystal shards disappeared and fell shattering to the floor, a powerful arm wrapped around Denetree and ran onwards.

She felt herself seized, lifted high and shoved forward. Brusquely, yes, but also with the tenderness of some huge divine being.

The giant stormed on straight ahead with her. Through crashing obstacles, over icy ground, under the deadly spears of the stalactites, and towards the misty brightness in which she thought she could make out the vague outline of the exo-biologist. She heard the thunder of massive limbs on the ice only as though from somewhere far away.

Then. as the ear-numbing clangor of the falling ice fragments rang out, the grip of the short limbs loosened.

The Keeper!

The Keeper himself carried her with all his fatherly love through the knife-sharp shards and would save her unscathed.

She lost consciousness. A welcome weakness, darkness, and sleepiness came over her. She, Denetree, who was touched and carried by the arm of the divinity, slipped out of the secure hold and fell heavily on the ground.

Fleetingly, she caught a glimpse of three glowing red eyes, then the colossus that seemed as big as a Shift had disappeared behind the collapsing all of ice.

"What ... was that?" Shimon exclaimed from the helmet speaker.

Denetree lay there as though frozen for a moment. She then, somehow got back on her feet and looked around helplessly. She had been hopelessly overwhelmed by the rapid-fire succession of events.

Again the thousands of fragments of the stalactite wall flew apart and the Keeper came back. He slowed to a stop in a cloud of crystal splinters, went to Denetree, and as he stood upright, reached out two of the four arms. Now Denetree saw the Keeper clearly. He was twice her size. When the jaws under the oversized eyes opened, icy terror gripped Denetree for the space of a thought. But then the Keeper's voice boomed and swept her fear away. "You should not suffer because of me, little one." The rumbling called down another hail of icicles. The arms were outstretched, gigantic six-fingered hands held Denetree, and the Keeper whirled around and stormed away with her, through the break in the ice wall.

Two shorter arms folded over Denetree's body and protected her from the shards as the Keeper slammed into the wall. As he thundered along, she heard his powerful voice again. "Have no fear, my little one! I will not harm you. It will soon be over."

She fleetingly spotted Isaias Shimon, who stood like a pillar of ice as the Keeper raced past him and leaped into the gap by the rock wall. Isaias had no idea who it was. Fear gripped him tightly. Absolute fear.

Like a blazing cannonball, the Keeper tore the narrow gap apart and trampled the debris to tiny pieces. With a long leap he shot through the half-collapsed entrance and out onto the expanse of polar ice. He ran another hundred giant steps further, then slowed his thundering movements. As he came to a stop, he bent over slowly and set Denetree down with astonishing delicacy.

"It is all over, little one," he roared. His voice echoed across the ice. Then the Keeper suddenly stormed on, in the direction of where the Space-Jet had landed. Denetree slowly straightened up, sat in the snow, and stared uncomprehending after him. Behind the Keeper, a double layer of snow and ice crystals whirled in the air, tossed up by his racing steps.

She was saved.

The Keeper—he existed! He had set her down on the ice as gently as though she were a helpless baby. Her brother and the Star Seekers, were dead. The Ship was in the past, and she had experienced a miracle that easily outweighed everything else. She felt dizzy, and she had difficulty taking in her surroundings as she stood up and looked for the other members of the team.

Her body was bathed in an uncontrollable, seethingly hot feeling of happiness.

Above her swirled a huge swarm like a tornado. First it formed a point to the side, which floated down in an elegant arc toward something out of Denetree's view. Then it twisted vertically into the sky. The majority of the fire spindles followed and soon formed a shining funnel whose bottom section was probably revolving around the Space-Jet.

I'm alive. I've escaped from the ice. The Keeper saved me, she thought. She staggered. Her tiredness had disappeared. The voices in her helmet speakers were meaningless. She tried to comprehend her blissful experience. Somewhere behind her, the others were fighting their way out of the ice.

Fascinated, she observed the spindles. Minutes later she, as well as the other team members behind her, watched the Space-Jet take off without any difficulties. It headed almost straight up into the sky overhead, and disappeared along with the light beings.

She took a deep breath, coughed, and forced herself to be coherent as she spoke. "Denetree calling Perry Rhodan," she said loudly, trying to suppress her hoarseness. "The Keeper took off in the PALENQUE's Space-Jet! Perry! It was really him! The Keeper exists!"

After a long pause, Rhodan replied: "Where are you, Denetree?"

"He set me down by the exit. I'm all right—I'm not hurt."

"Good." Denetree thought she could hear Rhodan swallow. "Wait for us," he then said. "We're coming."

Suddenly she realized that she was freezing. She closed her spacesuit, turned around, and waited for her companions.

One after another, the two groups slid and climbed along the trail of devastation that the Halutian had left behind in the last stretch through the ice crevice and to the surface. The falling snow and the storm had stopped, and in the air above the complex no more glowing spindles were to be seen.

Denetree came slowly towards Rhodan and Shimon. "He spoke to me, Perry," she said, still stunned. "'Little one. My little one,' he said. And he roared, but it didn't frighten me."

"That's the way Halutians are when they like someone," Rhodan replied.

"Halutian ... ? The Keeper is a Halutian, like you showed me?"

"So I assume. We'll analyze our suit cameras' shots later. I'm sure they'll prove it." Rhodan's expression showed considerable surprise and consternation. "By running amok, he saved us all. Why he stole the Space-Jet and where he's going ... I have no idea. Did he tell you his name?"

"The Keeper has a name?" Denetree thought about it for a moment. "No. He didn't say anything. He protected me, and set me down as though he was afraid he might hurt me."

"Halutian or no Halutian, let's get back to the Shift," Ameda said practically. "It's cold and we won't get any further staying out here."

"Right," Mahal added. "If we were Halutians, we'd be able to fly around freely."

"In stolen Space-Jets. That's the big mystery," Rhodan said and set out. "What's he up to? Why would a Halutian need our Jet, anyway?"

A helpless shrug was all that anyone could manage.

One thing was clear: the fire spindles apparently possessed a definite power of discrimination. They had not mistaken the four-armed Halutian for a human form, and they had no objection to him removing the two-armed two-leggers' space vehicle from their planet.

The ground trembled once more. Solina pointed to a dark spot in the white wilderness. "There's our Shift. We don't need a compass now, Perry."

"Fine. Let's go."

They set out with tired steps. A few opened their helmets and tried not to choke on the cold air. Later, Rhodan told himself, the Syntrons could evaluate the pictures taken by their suit cameras. That would confirm his suspicions. Perhaps even the crazy one that he kept to himself. In that case, he would have to call for help. Very special help ...

The vibration of the ice grew stronger, then ebbed away, ceased entirely, but returned stronger than ever. Then, behind them, a rounded object pushed up out of the ice with a thunderous cracking. It was steel gray and as large as a Shift. Sheets of ice, snow, and man-sized fragments whirled into the air and rained on the ground. A cylinder with a hemispherical end grew five ... ten ... fifteen meters into the air. It became a tower with a round cap that rose creakingly and in which large openings appeared.

"Get out of here!" Rhodan shouted.

The team members ran clumsily towards the Shift. Flickering lights appeared in the openings beneath the hemispherical roof of the thick tube, then a massive projector barrel pushed slowly outwards. The top of the tower began to turn; the projector seemed to be searching for a target, raising and lowering and swinging back and forth. Rhodan was certain that this massive tower was a relic of the base from the time of the Akonians' struggle against the spindles.

He ran as fast as he could away from the gun turret, but if he and the other fleeing team members were the intended targets, another fifty meters' distance would mean absolutely nothing.

The projector or the power generator within the steel tower hummed. The sound frequency increased and climbed into the ultrasonic range. The team members had put about 300 meters between them and the machine when the first stream of fire shot out of the projector. A deafening shriek echoed over the ice. The dazzling beam struck the black dome of the wreck that had melted its way into the ice, causing it to glow and then explode. The projector sank and rose several times. Again explosions shook the ground. Despite the danger, the team members slowed down and then looked back at destructive process.

The old Akonians' weapon operated like an especially powerful heat ray. The ice was transformed into enormous clouds of steam from which pieces of glowing debris from the exploding wreck were hurtled in all directions. The running team members cast long, deep shadows in the glare of the flaming rays. The ice under their feet trembled and shook ceaselessly. After several minutes, and about ten discharges, each one accompanied by the shrill shrieking, the cap of the gun turret began to glow red, then became radiantly white and melted away. The tower retracted grindingly back into the ground, engulfed by steam and flames. From the deep funnel in the ice, hidden behind clouds of smoke, tremendous explosions could be heard.

The noise had made the team members half deaf. They went on more slowly and frequently looked back. The trembling had ceased.

Rhodan silently considered recent events. There were no solid facts. The mysteries were neither growing fewer nor clearer. He was the first one to find his voice again.

"The fire spindles have realized that the Halutian was fighting against the machines in the old base. So they allowed him to leave the planet. The outburst of energy will attract them again, I think."

"Perhaps the document that we found will give us information. This wreck ... it was part of the second ship, the LEMCHA OVIR." It was clear from Solina's voice that she was exhausted.

"Not exactly a part of it," Rhodan corrected. "At least, the original builders didn't include it in their blueprints." He explained what Kalymel had told him about the black sphere and his own speculations.

"Do you mean the LEMCHA OVIR carried that black sphere along for thousands of years?" Denetree asked in disbelief.

"That's exactly what he means," Arsis put in. "And that ancient energy cannon probably found no better target."

"Then it wasn't by chance that it fired at the Halutian's ship and not at the Shift?" Ameda wanted to know. "It was some kind of revenge for the destruction of the base—or a counter-attack?"

"Perhaps," Rhodan replied, "but its possible that the damage that the Halutian caused in the base could have set off every possible automatic response. And there might have been chain reactions of various kinds."

"The main thing is that it spared us," Shimon said, "but we're still a long way from being safe."

The darkness had decreased; a gray strip grew above the horizon. Rhodan took off his right glove and touched a finger to his wristband. Not working. The Shift seemed to be getting closer in the dim morning light. Silently, again with closed spacesuit helmets, the team members reached the craft which was half-buried in snow, and they clambered inside one by one. The interior was quite cramped, so their backpacks had to be piled up in the airlock.

Rhodan waited patiently outside and looked up at the sky. He thought of various possible ways to communicate with the glowing beings now that they had demonstrated their intelligence. But even some time after the spectacular energy discharge, no light spindle swarm made an appearance.

Solina waved him into the airlock. The outer hatch closed behind him. "It's a little tight but it's warm," the historian said with a brief, inviting gesture. "However, I'm afraid that a good sleep will probably be impossible."

"Whatever happens," Kealil Ron said, drawing some coffee-like beverage from the tap, "we can wait a while without starving to death."

"But something should happen soon," Rhodan said, forcing himself to smile confidently.

 

Where was the Halutian taking the Space-Jet? They could only speculate. The PALENQUE and the LAS-TOOR were only partly operational. Their hyperdetectors would not have been able to follow the Jet very far. And even if Rhodan's suspicions turned out to be correct—it did not help him any further with this question. He played back the images registered by his spacesuit camera and followed the four-armed figure in its red jumpsuit. No, it couldn't be ...

In the narrow confines of the Shift cockpit, Rhodan sat in a chair, drank the strongly sweetened Akonian coffee. With his eyes closed, he thought long and hard for a way out of their situation. He had dozed off for a few minutes when the pilot's voice startled him awake. "There they are! More than when we landed!"

Rhodan nodded gravely and, in his own mind, gathered up his nerve. Then he reached out his hand and said to Hyman Mahal, "Would you please let me have your beamer?"

"What do you have in mind?"

"I'm going outside," Rhodan replied with firm determination, "and I'm going to force every single one of those fire spindles to accept us as their new best friends."

"Good luck," Solina said, shaking her head.

Ameda Fayard looked at him and raised her own beamer. "Should I help you?"

"Thanks, but no ... I need inspiration, not someone to point out targets for me."

Rhodan shoved the second beamer into a loop on his spacesuit and squeezed his way out of the steamy confines of the cockpit. He closed the hatch, fastened his spacesuit, and climbed with some difficulty to the highest point on the Shift on which he could stand with relative safety. In spite of the sunlight, he saw the swarm that circled above the Shift at an altitude of about 200 meters.

"Instant adapter!" he murmured ironically, thinking back to what he was called in the early days of the space program. "It took a while." The fire spindles, he thought, are masters of energy manipulation and without a doubt they've known for a long time what spaceships are and what they're for. They're observing us, and now me in particular. He set Mahal's weapon to its narrowest beam and minimum power, and began to burn a crude picture of a Space-Jet in the snow. Steam rose where the beam hit, and the thin shadows stood out clearly in the morning light.

Then the outline of a Halutian followed, holding stylized flowers in two of its hands. The first attempts were non-verbal when I was young, Rhodan thought. That plaque that was put on a space probe with the famous drawing by da Vinci ... Or was it Michelangelo? I'm basically doing the same thing.

He waited, marked the Halutian with the symbol of a sun. Then, after drawing an arrow pointing to the stars from the Space-Jet, crossed out both pictures with long strokes. "Denetree's supposed Keeper," he murmured. He turned ninety degrees and "drew" the turtle-like Shift. Next to the Akonian space vehicle appeared eight humanoid figures, who also held the suggestions of flowers in their hands and were given the sign of a sun.

The watching spindles had become attentive. The swarm seemed to be circling more slowly and lower over the ground. Rhodan would have preferred to work with the limited capabilities of the Shift, with changing radio frequencies perhaps. But with these simple pictures he was risking the least possible chance of a misunderstanding. Non-verbal communication, back to the roots. Did the spindles see the same things with their energy senses as he did with human eyes?

" ... And the well-intentioned newcomers," he said. From out of the Shift appeared a row of dots that were supposed to lead to the stars and to the two starships, which were drawn as circles. One perfectly round and the other flattened. Then the handbeamer's energy pack was empty. "And now what?"

Of course, the spindles could only reply with a discharge of energy. Assuming they even understood the meaning of his drawings in the ice. He had no alternative but to wait. Suddenly another variation occurred to him, and he turned to a fresh section of snow. There he used the second beamer to draw a nearly U-shaped piece of the ark. He added many little people, and many large flowers next to a symbol of the sun. Finally, he had run out of ideas and began to climb down from the Shift.

Perhaps the spindles would need a great deal of time to be able to consider and make a decision.
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After the Disaster

 

Echkal cer Lethir glanced over at the podium. The Maphan, Jere von Baloy, was not sitting in his commander's chair; that meant he was still asleep in his cabin, as shown by the duty roster. Only the pilot's position was occupied.

Since his exchange with the Terran commander, helpless rage in Echkal had grown along with his impatience. He had the feeling that they were making a mistake they would pay dearly for. Almost everything he saw concerned him.

Sharita Coho was a Terran of the kind known from Akonian history books: self-righteous, overbearing and arrogant; as though the universe belonged to her people and her people alone. Echkal cer Lethir could believe her capable of anything, except just one thing: admitting an error.

The humiliation that the Seventh Akonian Fleet under Admiral Mechtan von Taklir had handed her a few days before, must be eating away at her. Echkal would not have given up so easily in her place. He would have indicated his readiness to cooperate outwardly and then struck back at the appropriate moment. Not exactly a subtle method, but no other choice would have remained to him. It was a matter of survival for his proud but small people in the face of Terra's superior power. And when it was a matter of survival, anything was allowed. Everything was allowed.

The power drain that plagued the LAS-TOOR had to be the work of the Terrans. Their scientific and technological potential was hundreds of times greater than that of the Akonians. And thanks to Perry Rhodan, the PALENQUE would have access to that potential. Who knew what the Terrans might have been up to on Maahkora? The brand-new Space-Jet could have been just a diversion, a cover for the real work that had been done.

So far, so bad. Echkal cer Lethir came from a humble background. No noble heritage had helped him on the way to the Fleet, no rich family had promoted his career. Echkal had learned that, now and then, one had to resort to morally dubious tactics to get ahead. That applied to a species as well as individuals. The Terrans themselves could not help but think and act any other way. What else could be the source of their superior power?

Only ... did they have to be hypocrites as well?

Their displays of friendliness drove him to madness. Why didn't they openly admit their methods and goals?

And the biggest hypocrite of all the Terrans just happened to have moved into his cabin at the invitation of Jere von Baloy, who thought it was an excellent joke. Now it was too late; the "hostage" had settled into his cabin. Doctor Hartich van Kuespert, the hyperphysicist of lower nobility: cer Kuespert, in Akonian terms. With his inappropriate, non-uniform-like, Terran leisure clothing. Just as short as Echkal unfortunately was. This pseudo-nobleman must have volunteered just to be able to spy on board the LAS-TOOR.

"But the time for this game of hidden tactics and motives will soon be over! I'll see to that!" the Ma-Techten of the LAS-TOOR growled. As he glanced across the control center, he calmed down a little. Everything was perfectly clean! High-quality, reliable Akonian instruments and equipment; everything looked fresh from the factory.

The situation was nerve-racking for all the members of the crew. Like its three moons, they circled the planet in a high orbit, repeating endlessly. And Maphan Jere von Baloy did not do anything in the slightest to change their situation. Instead he slept or sweatily exercised his enviably tall body, and wore used, tattered overalls. All signs of a careless attitude towards his profession that Echkal had no sympathy for.

"I'll show you, Jere von Baloy!" the First Officer whispered. "And you over there, too!"

"Over there" meant a distance in their orbits of less than a light-second from each other. Both ships were still in visual range. From the Akonian ship, the spherical PALENQUE resembled a tiny, rising moon. The Terran commander had babbled something about glowing creatures that had robbed both ships of their propulsive energy. She couldn't have thought of a more insane lie! Admittedly, the LAS-TOOR's hyperdetectors were out of commission, so it would not have been possible for him to check her claim. But that was not necessary, either. It was obvious that the Terran woman considered them to be fools.

The Ma-Techten pressed a sensor field with his finger. "Two Neehlaks to the control center," he rasped.

"Right away," a deep voice replied reluctantly.

It took a while before two crewmen arrived on the bridge through different entrances. The Ma-Techten waved them over.

"Go at once to my ... to the cabin of our Terran hostage. Bring him here immediately. During this orbit. I'll delay him here and ... search the cabin. Thoroughly!"

"As you wish, Ma-Techten." One after the other, they left through the hatchway without any particular haste. Anyway, Echkal did not want to disturb the Maphan's sleep. Not yet. The time had not yet come in which to defy the commander openly. First more of his fellow crew members had to realize the truth about the Terrans. Then he could act, take over command, and tow the Terran ship to Drorah. An examination of that ship would confirm his suspicions.

Echkal cer Lethir waited impatiently, checked the ship's energy supply, and received the same status reports as before. The remaining energy available was not even enough to increase the LAS-TOOR's velocity appreciably. Only Echkal cer Lethir's heartbeat was speeding up.

The crewmen returned, with the Terran between them. When he saw Echkal, he came towards him and reached out his hand.

"I've been wondering when you'd finally want to draw upon my scientific counsel," he said in a friendly if somewhat pedantic tone. "Unfortunately, I do have to confess that I don't foresee a quick alteration of the situation in the near future and ... "

"Spare me the pretty words!" Echkal said cuttingly. "I understand the situation better than you suspect. You are a hostage on board. Effective immediately, you will be treated as one."

"But why?" Van Kuespert ran both hands through his thinning brown hair. "By the solar wind! What could I have to do with your loss of power? Don't you know that your Shift is also ... "

"That doesn't matter," the Ma-Techten replied coldly. "Akonian jurisdiction is in effect here on board, and at the moment I am the acting commander. You will not return to your cabin until further notice, Doctor van Kuespert. Or should I say my cabin?" He gestured to the Neehlaks. "Take the hostage to a detention cell!"

Van Kuespert let himself be taken away without resistance.

Echkal cer Lethir turned to the Espejel on duty and said, "When the Terrans condescend to remove the blockade, send this ultimatum to the commander on the other side."

The com officer nodded, then acknowledged and stored the recording. His expression did not reveal what he thought of it.

The Ma-Techten stared into the main hologram and observed the Terran ship, its hull reflecting the rays of the sun. It looked as though the PALENQUE continued to follow the LAS-TOOR in orbit around Mentack Nutai.

When the LAS-TOOR drifted out of the planet's shadow towards the daylight hemisphere, Echkal cer Lethir did not see a large number of tiny points of light rising through the clouds and approaching the ship. Within an hour, the points of light would become long, gold-shining spindles.

 

"And what do we do with the crawler?" Isaias Shimon asked with a muffled voice. He was drinking carbonated Akonian fruit juice and chewing on a brownish concentrate bar.

Rhodan shrugged. "I don't give orders here," he replied. "I do have a suggestion: when the spindles have consulted among themselves long enough, perhaps they'll let us take off, and then we should fly back to the stranded Lemurians."

"And then?" Mahal murmured sleepily.

Rhodan answered the Akonian pilot tersely. "I don't know yet. We'll think of something."

They had waited some two hours. In the tight quarters of the cockpit, all but Rhodan had managed to take off their spacesuits and stuff them into side compartments. Even so, it was still terribly cramped as well as damp and warm. Solina and Ameda had found room in the pilot's seat and had attempted to use napkins and paper towels to dry the written documents they had found in the base. Kealil Ron huddled on the floor, his back against the base of the control panel, and seemed to have fallen asleep.

Once again Rhodan puzzled over what destination the Halutian might have been flying to in the stolen Space-Jet.

As before, none of the communication systems were functioning.

Solina suddenly looked up from the first page of the document that was readable. "A scientist on the first landing team brought his family along," she said. "A boy about ten and a girl of seven or so. The girl wrote the text and the drawings are her brother's."

"How do you know this?" Rhodan asked.

"The old man wrote notes commenting on the text. He was the last survivor of the Akonian base and had been left behind at his request. He was incurably ill and very, very old."

"I see," Rhodan said. "How much time is there between the original text and the commentary?"

"I don't ... we don't know yet. We haven't gotten that far." Solina rustled the paper.

"The little girl seems to have been telepathic," Ameda continued, "or else she found out how one can communicate with the spindles. As we know, children can serve as unconscious mediums because they think differently and more simply than adults. She and her brother went out on long hikes to explore, and so they found out that they—other small creatures and children, as well—didn't constitute a threat to the glowing spindles."

Denetree was also overwhelmed by exhaustion. She had curled up between the seats and seemed to be dreaming of the Keeper. Even in sleep, her face had that melancholy expression that it took on when she felt no one was watching her, and she drifted in her daydreams. Her braided pig-tail had come partially undone.

The sun was nearly at its highest position in the sky, and the slowly circling spindles could hardly be seen.

Arsis broke the silence. "I wonder if the spindles harassed the Lemurians after the crash or even seriously attacked them?"

"That's certainly likely," Rhodan replied. "The only welcome intruder here so far seems to have been the Halutian."

"We can't help anybody now," Arsis said. "Neither the Lemurians nor ourselves."

Perry Rhodan merely nodded. The swarm moved in the bright sunlight on the reflective ice expanse in bizarre, constantly changing patterns around the Shift. The team waited for the success or failure of his attempt at non-verbal communication.
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The Decision of the Menttia

 

—What should we do about the strangers?—

Since the great metal wheel had burst in the air shell and struck the home world in pieces, the swarms could count no more than a generously estimated half thousand individuals. The Menttia had attempted to observe and interpret all the activities of the strangers with their energy senses. As they did so, they began to understand that the newcomers were different from those conquerors who in the past had wreaked such devastating havoc among the swarms with their deadly energy.

—If we cautiously loosen the barriers, the strangers will reveal their true intentions by their actions."—

The collective had decided. The Menttia of the White Winds understood and moved towards the intruders, united with the waiting swarm, and absorbed their impressions. They had allowed a completely strange being, whose landing they had not been able to observe—and who was responsible for the destruction of the settlement from the past—to take off from their world. The stranger had escaped with a spaceship belonging to the "others."

—We can prevent the few strangers from being a danger to us at any time.—

—We will therefore restore the freedom of their machines to them.—

A shining cloud sank in broad spirals over the polar ice surface towards the two tiny points. Once above the zone of destruction, the uncountably huge number of shining Menttia, floated over the simple symbols of depths and shadows and understood their meaning.

 

Solina Tormas was the first to be startled awake. She nudged Kealil Ron and pointed out the viewport, on which the last snow was melting into single drops.

"If nothing else, the light's different," Rhodan said seconds later. He squeezed through between Isaias and crawled through the hatch into the open. He had never seen such a large number of shining spindles before. They were numerous enough to hide the sun. As he raised his head and looked into the glow, he heard a crackling behind him and then the characteristic sounds of the Shift's systems starting up.

"Perry!" Kealil Ron exclaimed from the pilot's seat. "We've got power again!"

Ten seconds later, Arsis called: "The com's still dead. But perhaps ... "

Rhodan slowly turned around. It was early afternoon. Above the ice field, the bronze-colored, shadowless gleam of the collective intelligence hovered unchanged. His drawings in the ice could no longer be made out clearly. He nodded, grinned briefly, and wormed his way back into the Shift.

"The spindles are dictating our choices," Rhodan said. "If we still can't use the com, we'll try face-to-face conversation. Do we want to fly over to the crawler?"

"We can do it faster on the ground with the caterpillar tracks," Kealil Ron offered, tapping on his console's sensor fields, flipping switches, and waiting until the ramp creakingly retracted and the hatch was closed. He laughed briefly. "Hang on tight, friends."

The caterpillar tracks engaged with a jerk. Within a few moments, the Shift was in motion and rumbling ahead with churning tracks. Top speed was 180 kilometers per hour and the vibrations thoroughly shook the crew inside. Eight people completely filled the interior. They hung on to anything solid and to each other, and tried not to get in the pilot's way. Two fountains of snow sprayed high into the air behind the tracks as the Shift covered the short distance to the crawler.

"If the Shift can take off," Rhodan shouted through the noise of the engines, "we'll send some of us back to the PALENQUE! More than four people won't fit in the crawler!"

"What about us?" Hyman Mahal called.

"We'll leave a few people with the Lemurians and fly behind the crawler."

"Fine with me," Kealil Ron replied. "Anything's better than being jammed tight in here."

A few minutes later, he slowed up and stopped in a cloud of snow and ice crystals next to the crawler, which was half buried in snow. The occupants were apparently sleeping and had not noticed that the craft's power had been freed. Kealil Ron operated the warning buzzer and opened the hatch. Within a few moments he was alone in the cockpit.

Rhodan hammered with his fists on the opaque viewport of the crawler's tiny cabin and woke the three prospectors.

"I'd like to have Denetree along for the discussions with the Lemurians," he said while he waited for the crawler's crew to open the tiny hatch. "Isaias or Hyman? Who really wants to go to the PALENQUE?"

"We haven't had need of the doctor so far," Shimon commented. "Would you like to go back upstairs, Hyman?"

Mahal watched as the crawler crew crept out of the cabin one after another. His expression turned doubtful. "By all means. Will they take me along?"

"It'll be tight, Doc," the bearded prospector said and shook Rhodan's hand. "What's going on, anyway? Why did you suddenly come here?"

Rhodan and Solina briefly recounted what had happened. There were some relieved cries and remarks came from within the cabin, then laughter. The impulse engines of the flying, compact laboratory hummed. Hot air jets blew the windows clear. The Akonians talked among themselves and, a short time later, Hyman Mahal squeezed into the cabin of Crawler VIII as the last man aboard.

Rhodan, Solina, and Shimon went back to the Shift. The crawler took off, hovered for a few seconds at a low altitude, then went unhindered into a steep climb. It shot upwards at a steep angle beneath the huge, shining cloud. Within moments, the prospecting vehicle had disappeared.

"That's one or two fewer problems," Rhodan said. "They'll probably have a hard time finding the ship without radio guidance—but they're professionals."

"They'll manage it even flying just visually," Shimon said.

The confidence of those who remained behind grew. The spindles had apparently decided to allow the Shift and the crawler to take off. The next test of the communication system and the multifunction wristbands resulted in error messages, as expected. Rhodan sat down on the edge of the airlock hatch and looked into the faces of his companions. "Where should we go? To the ark commander's mistress? To the large ark section? To the occupants of the ark's landing shuttle? Or back to our own ships? I suspect that our skeptical friends"—he pointed to the swarm, still circling without any change—"are unlikely to give the ships their freedom just yet."

"Let's fly back to Chibis-Nydele," Denetree suggested. "That's the shortest distance, isn't it?"

"You're right," Kealil Ron replied. "Those glow-things might think of something even worse to pull on us, and at least there we'll be out of the cold and snow." "Then what are we waiting for?" Ameda waved to the light spindles above and climbed bent over through the hatch. Even so, she rammed her forehead into the upper edge of the inner frame and blurted out a not very suppressed curse.

Minutes later, Kealil Ron was flying the Shift in a southerly direction. When they reached an altitude of several kilometers, they attempted to orientate themselves. Soon they were on the right course towards the dunes and the LEMCHA OVIR's escape module.

 

The Menttia of the Sand Blossoms had given up their distrustful observation of a single intruder. In their evaluation, the female stranger was as harmless as the Water Seekers between the dunes.

—She is alone.—

—And she moves as though she is frail.—

—She has nothing to do with those strangers with whom we fought.—

The fiery spindles, mostly invisible above the dunes and the sand, had exchanged their observations with the other swarms. Without being frightened, but with curiosity and benign expectation, they learned of the attempt at communication by the stranger that had taken place in the Lands of the White Winds. That had never happened in the past, not even once.

The female stranger stayed in the metal cylinder for a long time. Next to that fragment, she had erected a shade out of a thin metal sheet. It shone as golden as a pair of Menttia that had found each other and were fluttering together in the dance of mating. At night, the stranger stood or sat by her tent and seemed to admire the starry sky and the distant veils and clouds of shining gases.

Among the Menttia of the Sand Blossoms arose the desire to communicate with this stranger. They exchanged thoughts for a long time, and at last they found a way to express themselves similar to that of the other stranger in the snow.

 

In the cramped interior of the Shift, tiredness overcame Perry Rhodan. In spite of his cell activator, he felt hunger, thirst, and lack of sleep, and yearned desperately for a good long shower. In these circumstances it was no different for any of the other team members. But they had not alternative but to continue with their mission.

Although the hyperdetector's syntronic memory storage had been "turned off" by the fire spindles, Arsis Tachim and Kealil Ron were able to find the ark commander's escape module once more without too much random searching. A kind of tent made of thin gold-colored foil had been put up on the highest and most overgrown dune. The late afternoon sun reflected off the foil with a reddish glow.

Arsis determined the wind direction and turned the Shift. After circling, he descended towards approximately the same landing site as before, and set the craft down in the sand. The cloud that whirled up blew through the dunes. The wind had almost completely erased the earlier tracks. Shining sparks and flashes on the side of a dune facing the sun piqued Rhodan's curiosity.

One after another, the team members clambered out of the airlock and helped each other out of their spacesuits. The heat that the sand gave off was hardly lessened by the warm wind, but the breeze blew an unpleasant cloud of odor into the noses of the Akonians and Terrans.

"Friends," Ameda said, doing some stretching exercises with a groan, "we smell a little ripe. In fact, I'd say we stink."

"That's not surprising," the pilot said as she stowed one spacesuit after another into closable compartments on the crawler hull. "In certain circumstances, hot sand will clean just as well as hot water."

"Please try it later," Solina urged and laid the folder with the damp document sheets in a corner of the airlock that was out of the wind. "Chibis-Nydele will surely make an allowance for sweaty space travelers."

Chibis-Nydele stepped out of the hatchway, shaded her eyes with her hand, and waved. She turned and ducked back into the darkness of the cylindrical ark module. The team members slowly waded through the sand to the half blown away ramp and approached the shattered hatch. Denetree yawned and looked at her surroundings as though she was seeing them for the first time.

"Welcome!" Nydele called. She came into the sunlight carrying a tray with eight beakers and two large pitchers. "Something told me I should be expecting you. Where is your flying machine, Perry Rhodan?"

"Somewhere in space," he replied, and once again sensed the charm that this mutant radiated. "It's a long, complicated story."

"Come up to the tent. It is a good place for listening to long stories."

 

They followed her and sat down on the sand in the shade. Nydele filled the beakers and passed them around. A cooling wind blew under the gold awning.

Nydele smiled at Rhodan and Denetree and said, "Fresh hot Huccar. It drives away hunger, thirst, and, for a while, exhaustion. You look as though you need strengthening."

"Thank you."

She sat down on a stool whose legs were half sunken in the sand, and looked at the team members one after the other with a questioning smile. She was barefoot and wore a half transparent cloak that reached down to her ankles.

Rhodan took a deep drink without tasting it, and suddenly felt the invigorating effect of the tartly bubbling drink. An exchange of glances with Denetree was enough to decide what to do next and he gestured for her to go ahead. "Tell what we've experienced." He tapped on his wristband unit. "If anything changes with the energy supply, I'll know. So we have plenty of time."

Denetree drank, pressed the cup into the ground so it could not tip over, and tried to give a summary of events. Now and then, one of their companions interrupted with a brief clarification.

As Denetree told of Rhodan's attempt at communication, Nydele raised her hand and pointed over to the dunes. "The nights are lovely, gentle, and wonderful. All the stars, and the colors of the nebulae." Only now the slender beauty of her slim hands struck Rhodan. "These spindles, as you call them, shining with the light of the sun, dance silently at night over my home and the sand. They have drawn traces in the dunes with thin lines of fire. You should take a look at them, Immortal Rhodan. Before the wind blows them away."

"We'll go soon," Rhodan replied. "Let's first hear the story to its end."

Denetree told of the flight of the Halutian, the destruction of the base and the black sphere, and of the take-off of the crawler and the Shift. "And so it will still be a while before we are able to take you to the survivors and to return to our ship," she finished.

"I ... I am not yet ready for that," Nydele said softly. She turned her head and looked down at the ark commander's grave.

"There isn't any hurry at the moment," Isaias Shimon said.

Rhodan emptied the beaker, stood up, nodded to Denetree, and left the shade. He walked through undisturbed sand to the indicated place, which he had noticed during the landing. Hopeful thoughts went through his mind as he began to see the shapes in the dune slope more clearly. Could his attempt at communication have possibly been a beginning for further exchanges between the spindles and the visitors to their world?

As though with a concentrated, hair-thin heat ray, grains of sand had been melted and baked together like glass into circles, lines, and simple figures. Rhodan focused on the leftmost visible image and tried to identify the series of figures correctly interpret them.

Three spindles. Above them a lens-shaped spiral. Rhodan whistled through his teeth. A swarm of fire spindles, then. Next to a spindle connected by a line with a depiction of the Space-Jet and the Halutian. That's clear enough. So it had to do with a collective intelligence and the portion of it above the dunes knew what those over the polar region were doing. Again a spindle, which was in contact with a single two-legger. Chibis-Nydele. Then a large circle accompanied by three small circles: the planet. Next, the curve of the planet. Two small circles above it: the starships. And at the end, again the symbol of a swarm, circling over the horseshoe-shaped piece of the ark. Several lines connected the swarm and the iron dwelling of the surviving Lemurians. Another attempt at contact?

"Or a suggestion that spindles and Lemurians can cooperate?" Rhodan murmured, and looked up at the pale second moon, which hovered above the distant forest. "The Shift and the crawler probably weren't important enough." Behind him he heard steps crunching in the sand. He turned around and looked into Nydele's face.

"Can you understand what the shining and dancing beings want to tell me?" she asked shyly.

Rhodan was silent for a moment. He enjoyed the sight of her face. "Some of it," he then replied. "I don't think they have hostile intentions towards you and your people. The Lemurians, I mean ... " Obeying a sudden impulse, he continued speaking. "You, and Denetree who fled from another starship ... It's a bitter truth that we've kept from all the Lemurians so far."

"Ah, immortal Perry," she said, and was as much aware of her effect on him as he was. He was on the point of losing himself in the look of her gentle eyes. "Bitter truths are not unknown to me. I know them as well as you do. Not as well as Atubur Nutai, my only love. Do you think you can astonish me?"

"I don't know," Rhodan replied. "The truth is ... About 50,000 years have passed since your ship set out. You were in a closed system. Outside of that system, a great many things have changed. Don't be frightened. You are the last Lemurians. You are the ancestors of the Akonians and the Terrans. I am a Terran myself. Think about it ... and be careful with this knowledge. The survivors are 50 millennia removed from their forebears. For the moment, don't speak of this with Denetree—she is still too young and the weight of this knowledge might be too much for her."

The other team members approached from the tent.

Nydele wrapped her fingers softly but emphatically around Rhodan's wrist. "I will be careful with this knowledge. Give me time—I have learned much from Atubur. Wait, consider, weigh the possible against the desirable. Tell me one thing: will we ever be able to leave this planet?"

Rhodan reflected for several moments. "No," he then replied. "I don't see any possibility of that."

"Not even with your help?"

"Perhaps. But ... where would you go? This is a world on which you could settle and flourish. The fire spindles seem to have made peace with you. Your OVIR is destroyed and will never be able to take off again."

"Before your friends hear what we are speaking of and misunderstand ... I must think about this. Do the Lemcharoys know yet that we must settle here?"

"I don't know," Rhodan replied. "But they will find out soon. Some, the determined and intelligent among them, have certainly accepted the idea."

Nydele lowered her head and seemed to consider whether any power could transport her steel home to the vicinity of a future settlement. She gave the melted drawings in the sand a doubtful glance. "You asked about records. I have been searching systematically for Atubur's logbooks and notes but I haven't found anything so far."

They went towards the rest of the team.

"The crawler must have reached the PALENQUE by now," Isaias remarked.

"And the spindles must have realized by this time how important communication is for us," Kealil Ron added angrily. "Don't we want to fly to the survivors? It'll be pitch dark in three hours."

"Agreed," Rhodan said. "Do you wish to continue enjoying your solitude, Chibis-Nydele?"

"I was lonely for a long time." Nydele accompanied the team members to the Shift and sat down on the caterpillar track cover. "Now I must attempt to cope with being alone."

 

Solina bent down in the airlock. She held the half-dried bundle of papers in the sunlight, and leafed through the first few pages that had been separated from each other. After a while, she raised her head and held the white sheets out to Ameda Fayard. "I'll summarize the text on the first page. A child really did write on it that the 'burning spindles' in the sky come to a certain place twice a year in order to mate and reproduce. The place is a sacred ground, and it lies in a large rocky valley in the north."

"A northern valley," Rhodan said, not showing any great surprise. "The text matches the location of that base we just barely managed to escape."

The archaeologist had been continuing to read. "Here it says that the young Akonian had been observing the beings. He calls them 'Menittia, Menthians, or Menttia.' Those aren't Akonian terms. I haven't found a date, either. But he writes that the valley is filled with wonderful plants that blossom during the mating and give off an enchanting fragrance."

"That was many thousands of years ago, before snow and ice covered the abandoned base," Isaias Shimon said. "What else have you found?"

"Later the beings are just called 'Menttia.' They must be our glowing spindles."

"I'm positive of it." Arsis Tachim climbed through the hatch and moved around the pilot's seat.

Rhodan listened carefully to what Solina and Ameda were able to interpret, with considerable effort, from the text. The story in a child's handwriting, but possibly written by an old man, was proof enough for him. It transpired that the Akonians had driven the Menttia out of a "holy" gathering place and subsequently fought with them. This seemed entirely credible to Rhodan. Although these events lay thousands of years in the past, the base existed, they had seen it just today.

"There are too many assumptions," he said to Chibis-Nydele. "If the Menttia can remember battles and defeats over such a long time, they should also be able to recognize that we are harmless. They consider all of us—Lemurians, Terrans, and Akonians—to be the descendants of their former enemies. That's why they distrusted and feared us."

"Not all of us, as it turned out," Denetree put in. "Perhaps they feared only the large starships."

Kealil Ron wiped the sweat from his forehead. "I think our ancestors defeated the Menttia with their superior technology after they—maybe even without realizing it—had taken their mating valley away from them."

"Very possibly," Rhodan said and drew Nydele out from under the shade. "These bits of knowledge and insight are enlightening, but they won't get us any further. Shall we go?"

"Back into the can," Isaias grumbled and helped Denetree through the hatch.

Rhodan pressed the Lemurian's hand, "You have the communicator," he said. "We'll come back. But first we have to make contact with our ship."

"I shall wait here and search for data storage units, Immortal."

The team squeezed itself once more into the Shift's cabin. When Nydele had moved far enough away from the craft, Arsis took off and struck a course for the wreckage section of the LEMCHA OVIR. The vessel sped at a low altitude, into the red sun that stood over the horizon among long, narrow bands of clouds.

 

It looked as though all the Menttia on Mentack Nutai had gathered above the ship-wrecked Lemcharoys. The camp had spread out, with no order or design, in a half circle around the huge wreck section. The two shuttles stood on a level stretch of ground some 500 paces from the edge of the ridge that had been plowed up in the crash. Ethereal light and long shadows lay over the impact site. The reddish shine of sunlight mixed with the glow that came from the huge crowd of Menttia. The planet's natives had formed a disc-shaped cloud that was as large as a hurricane. The survivors had stopped working. Gray streams of smoke rose into the evening wind from two fires that no one was watching any longer.

The Shift flew at an altitude of 200 meters towards the wreckage, came into the area of the pale golden light, and made a wide circle around the camp before Arsis set it down by the shuttles.

"By the Great Eye! The scene looks ominous," she said through clenched teeth and shut off the engines. "I think your skill in graphic communication is called for, Terran Rhodan."

Denetree opened the hatch and extended the ramp. The Shift's landing did not seem to interest anyone. The Lemurians stared fearfully at the Menttia cloud and appeared to be expecting an attack or some other terrible calamity.

Rhodan followed Denetree outside. "This is a rather confused situation," he said. "The Menttia have accepted us—the Shift's crew—but whether that's enough ... ?"

He looked around, eyed the soot-covered walls of the wreck and looked for an open space on the ground. The Menttia exchanged information in some mysterious manner. He was convinced of that. But did this huge gathering of natives know about the destruction of the base and the flight of the Halutian? Even if that was the case ... could they be convinced that the Lemurians were harmless?

Rhodan decided to act even though he still did not have a definite plan. He pulled an antigrav backpack from a supply bin and tested its functionality: the device readout stood at READY. He put it on and flew swiftly to the plowed-up ridge. The rounded side of the wreck loomed before him as he touched down. He lifted his handbeamer and made sure that the beam was focused as narrowly as possible.

More flowers, lines, and stick figures? he asked himself. He rose about twenty meters straight up, and fired. The thin beam ate through the surface of the metal and left a fine, smoking trail that could be clearly seen. A confused chorus of murmuring voices accompanied his efforts. The Lemurians looked up at him uncomprehendingly. Rhodan carefully drew the outline of a humanoid in front of the background of the wreck. The figure raised its hands beseechingly to the cloud above its head.

He had not expected a reaction from the Menttia, but a group separated from the cloud. After some seemingly random whirling it circled directly above Rhodan and his attempt at drawing.

Rhodan drew a cloud from which rain fell. Where the drops landed, a shoot appeared that he made grow into a tree. A humanoid picked a fruit that had grown in the treetop, then he drew a figure that held a large blossom up towards the swarm. As the energy pack began to run low, he yielded to a sudden inspiration and drew a round, earless, and grinning face. He seemed to recall that such cartoon faces had been called "smileys" back in a long-gone era. They were often used for roughly the same purpose he was using this one: as a simple graphic symbol that was both easy to draw and expressive. Then he shrugged and shoved the hot beamer into the holster at his belt. He slowly floated back to the Shift and landed gently on the soft ground.

"That's all I can do," Rhodan said. "I wonder if they'll need much time to think about it?" He took off the antigrav unit and stowed it away.

The small swarm whirled around the wall into which his drawings had been burned. Atmospheric diffraction had changed the setting sun's shape and it looked flattened as it touched the horizon. The wreck was now bathed in blood-red light. When Rhodan reached the Shift, it seemed as though the giant cloud of Menttia was slowly rising. A few minutes later, the fading of the brightness given off by the millions of spindles also showed that was indeed the case.

"They're thinking and waiting," Denetree said, braiding the end of her pig-tail more tightly without taking her eyes away from the Menttia.

As Rhodan sat down, he saw the same skepticism in the eyes of the crew that he also felt. He did not count on a quick success. The means of communication were so basic that mistakes could so easily be made. But perhaps the Menttia would answer in a manner similar to what they had done on the face of the dune.

"Are we going to spend the night here?" Solina asked. "Or should we risk a flight to the LAS-TOOR?"

"Or how about to the PALENQUE instead?" asked Kealil Ron. "Both commanders will be worried and wondering where we are."

Hyman Mahal had flown with the crawler to the PALENQUE, so Sharita Coho and the crew would have more information about recent events than Maphan Jere von Baloy.

In the fading light, three Lemurians came towards the Shift. Solina and Rhodan recognized the two shuttle pilots and Kalymel's female friend.

"Well, Kalymel," Solina said in greeting him, "your new home is turning out to be a little more complicated than anyone thought. These beings are called Menttia and they're the true natives of this planet. You'll have to learn to get along with the neighbors."

Kalymel and Rasturi had no idea how seriously the historian meant her remark. They looked back and forth between the wreck and the Menttia. "How do you know this?" Kalymel then asked. "Have you spoken with them?"

"We found ancient records that gave their name." Ameda gestured to the shuttles. "It was good to gather all the Lemurians here. You can use the shuttles to find the best place for your eventual settlement. How many more times can you take off in them?"

"Five or six," replied Ascelin, the pilot of the PIXAL. "If the ... Menttia don't kill us first."

"If you succeed in exchanging messages with them, they will keep the peace," Rhodan said. "Did you find a data storage unit in the wreck?"

Kalymel shook his head. Rhodan drew him a few paces to the side, laid his hand on his shoulder, and considered whether the Lemurian could bear the truth. He decided Kalymel would find out sooner or later anyway.

"I'll tell just you," Rhodan said in a low voice. "Use this knowledge as you see fit. Your Naahk, the Star Seeker Atubur Nutai, is dead."

The effect of the news was a numbing dismay that was obvious in Kalymel's expression. "We buried him in the dunes next to the command module in which his companion Chibis-Nydele now lives," Rhodan continued. "She wants to join the rest of you when you've found a final place for your settlement. I'm sorry to be the one to give you such painful news."

Kalymel nodded slowly. Then he turned and stared unseeing at the wreck. At length he wrapped his fingers around Rhodan's hand. "Thank you, Terran visitor. I ... don't have any words. It's terrible ... for all of us."

He nodded again, then went to the twenty dozen or so Lemurians who were looking towards him. They sat and lay in small groups between the fires where they had placed seats, tables, couches, and other furnishings. It seemed that they had enough water and food available. The silence that lay over them was that of uncertainty and fear.

Rasturi ran to Kalymel, pressed her hand into his, and would not let go. "No data units, Terran," she confirmed.

Ascelin nodded and gestured apologetically. Ameda and Isaias looked up at the Menttia, which had now withdrawn to a higher altitude. The impression of looming danger had grown less with the decreasing glow.

Kealil Ron blinked in the last rays of sunlight and raised his hand to make a suggestion. "We should find a place to spend the night, Perry. Maybe tomorrow we can make a decision in more favorable circumstances."

"Good idea," Rhodan said. "We'll leave at once."

Kealil Ron turned on the Shift's powerful floodlight.

Denetree seemed to have missed hearing the suggestion. Without moving, she looked at the wreck and the camp. Her face showed an intense expression of a pain that. The cause, exaggerated by exhaustion, was brought on by the horrifying sight of the wreck and the chaotically disorganized camp. A single glance showed Rhodan that she had fallen back into the depression from which she had suffered since her first day on the PALENQUE.

Rhodan took her hand and led her to the Shift. "Come with us," he said. "The scene here depresses even me. Tomorrow, the world will at least look brighter, even for you. And sleep will also do you good."

He helped her into the cabin. As Kealil Ron piloted the Shift into the air, Denetree's knees gave way. She lost consciousness and collapsed in the cramped cabin interior. Solina clambered out of her seat and helped Rhodan lay the young Lemurian on the contour couch. Kealil Ron flew the Shift in the chalk-white light of the headlamps back to the dunes and to Chibis-Nydele.

 

In the rooms that Commander Atubur Nutai and Nydele had lived, they found places to sleep. There were showers that still just about worked, some fresh clothes, and enough food for the Shift crew. Even Rhodan felt completely exhausted. However, he still took a moment to test his multi-function wristband, but again without success.

Rhodan then washed, drank cold Huccar, and stretched out on some blankets that Nydele had spread out over the soft carpet of one of the rooms. On a low table, a small flame burned in a bowl of oil. The activator chip under his skin seemed to glow and pulse.

The following morning after a good night's sleep, Rhodan lay there with open eyes and put his thoughts in order. He held the wristband, which he had removed the night before, in front of his eyes and tried to turn it on. Nothing functioned.

The Menttia are taking their own sweet time about coming to a decision, he thought. He got up. From the other rooms, which were sparsely though tastefully furnished, came the sounds of the other team members. In the air were the aromas of a hot drink and some kind of warm pastry.

Rhodan secured the wristband to his forearm and paced slowly back and forth in the sleeping room. The bowl of oil had burned out.

A shadow fell across the strip of daylight that shone in the corridor just outside the entranceway. Then Chibis-Nydele stepped into view and beckoned to Rhodan. "I believe I have found what you are searching for. Come with me."

She led Rhodan into the commander's workroom. Sunlight, diverted by reflective surfaces, came from the control section and glistened on the commander's desk. Its surface had been inlaid with precious stones. Rhodan saw that a front panel below the desktop, and about a dozen others, had opened and box-like drawers had been pushed out.

"Secret compartments, Immortal," Nydele whispered. This morning she wore a white, flowing blouse and similar trousers made of a material that seemed like a crystal mesh. The aura of grief and the will to survive that surrounded her made Nydele both desirable and vulnerable. "I touched this spot by chance and all these drawers came flying out."

She pointed to a shimmering image on the desktop composed of metal threads, various kinds of wood with prominent grains, and precious stones. Rhodan recognized a stylized upper body and a head encased in a hood. The deep brown face could hardly be made out. Anything could be hidden under the hood: a man or a woman, perhaps not even a human being. Anything was possible.

"This is the only depiction of the Legendor that I know of," Nydele said. "Atubur often spoke of him. He was said to be the one who sent the ships into space. But I know as little about the past as I do about the future. Here." From the largest metal drawer she took a small box that was connected to the interior of the desk by thick cables. One after another she pulled the yellow, black, red, and blue cables from a multiple connection plug and gave Rhodan the container. Like the desk, its outer surface was also decorated with intricate inlay work. It was a little larger than his hand.

Rhodan lifted the lid. Inside were about three dozen thin, finger-long chips between gold-shining contact strips.

Nydele examined the contents of the other compartments. She found dried-out ink containers, many writing utensils, balls of glass and stone, some plants encased in transparent material, personal jewelry, and book-cubes: the remnants of the Commander's life.

"He sat here long and often." The woman's voice took Rhodan's thoughts back to certain times and places in his own past. "He drank Huccar, spoke with me, and told me of the time when 10,000 Lemurians inhabited the ship. He also spoke of his visions and said that every recorded memory would erode, grow weaker, and finally dissolve into entropy. Much I did not understand. Atubur was a wise man."

Rhodan closed the box carefully.

"If there was ever a data storage unit on the OVIR, that is it. It belongs to you, Immortal Rhodan."

"I thank you," Rhodan said earnestly. "If we can read undamaged information from it, it will also belong to the last Lemurians. I promise that it will be made available to your people."

She nodded and touched his upper arm. They went through the corridors and the complex of rooms to the sunlight-bathed anteroom by the hatch. The crew of the Shift were waiting there, chewing their breakfast with cups of hot Huccar in their hands.

Smiling, Rhodan held up the little box and said, "Now we have a new reason to make an attempt to fly back to the ships. The data storage unit!"

"I gave the unit to your leader," Chibis-Nydele confirmed without being asked. "He is to decipher it and tell the survivors the story of their ship."

Kealil Ron nodded. "With that, we've accomplished the goal of our mission. At least for the PALENQUE. Echkal cer Lethir will have a fit."

"Perry, how about if you come along with Denetree, Isaias, and me?" Arsis asked. "The rest can keep Nydele company in the meantime. Good idea?"

"Agreed. Or at least until communication between the ships is reestablished."

"It sounds like a good idea." The pilot looked into the morning sky, but no Menttia were to be seen among the clouds. She raised her cup. "Take-off in twenty minutes."

 

At a great height, near the boundary with airless space, all the Menttia swarms had combined into a single mass. They swam blissfully in the constant stream of particles that the sun sent out. They unceasingly exchanged their observations and analyses of what they believed they had recognized as attempts at communication by the strangers. Many Menttia knew that they, as well as the strangers, lacked a common ground for understanding. A common terminology, since in contrast to the strangers, the Menttia had never seen the necessity to set their knowledge down in writing.

—We would have had to write in sand, and the next storm would have blown it all away.—

The Menttia of the Sand Surf exchanged their knowledge with those of the Moons' Realm. Their flowing thought connection included the conclusion that a wrecked spaceship and two shuttles were not dangerous machines. Half a thousand strangers did not represent a threat to the home world. The Menttia of the Flaming Autumn Forests added their judgment that the destruction of the old city in the valley had eliminated the danger from the past. The safety of the Menttia in the time to come was ensured, and the drawings of the strangers expressed their desire to live on the planet without aggression.

—We should give the strangers a sign.—

—A sign of peace. And if they do not understand, a second sign.—

—It is questionable whether they will understand.—

As the Menttia of the River Mouth Blossoms conversed with the swarms of the White Winds, they were uncertain whether the two large spaceships could be dangerous to them. But gradually the firm belief spread that they would soon disappear as surprisingly as they had appeared. They were "different" strangers, despite all similarities with the survivors of the wrecked ship.

—If they display aggression, we can control them again.—

—As we did previously.—

When the Menttia of the Sand Blossoms, and all the other small swarms, decided that they would continue to maintain control of the situation at all times, all the Menttia agreed:—Let us cease the blockade of their energy!—

—Let us give all ships their independence once more!—

—Let us wait to see what transpires! Let us continue to observe them closely and at all times, as we have done so far!—

The enormous cloud, far larger than the swarm above the camp of the survivors, slowly rotated in the showers of solar energy particles. Only later did individual swarms separate and return to their preferred homelands.

 

Denetree was the last to board the Shift. She paused on the ramp, which was half-covered with sand, and waved to Chibis-Nydele and those remaining behind. Inside, she sealed the hatch firmly and belted herself into the last open seat.

Arsis had—hopefully but once more in vain—checked the com console, just as Rhodan and Solina had their spacesuits. The Akonian pilot ran her hand through her short, smooth hair, nodded to Rhodan, and started the engines.

"Up to the PALENQUE," Rhodan said and looked almost lovingly at the small box that he held in his lap with both hands. He closed his eyes and left everything to the pilot's skill.

The fate of Chibis-Nydele and the Lemurians had struck him deeply. The process of dealing with such a shock always ran went through four stages. First came denial, wanting to forget and insisting to oneself that This Can't Be Happening. The Lemurians had put that phase behind them, along with the second phase: trying to negotiate and haggle with Fate. In Rhodan's estimation, they Lemurians were between the third and fourth stages of dealing with tragedy. They were between depression and acceptance. That also applied to Denetree, but to a somewhat lesser degree.

The Shift rose at full power along an arching path to a low orbit. The team members sought in vain for the spaceships. When they had shot through the clouds and the Shift was finally approaching the edges of the darkness of space, Arsis cried out: "At last! Full power!"

All the instruments on the rounded cockpit's control panel lit up. Glowing fields and displays showed bright colors. Clicking, humming, buzzing, and whirring came from inside the console. When Arsis typed on the display fields, three holos took shape.

A connection to the PALENQUE's control center was established immediately. At the same time, the Shift's hyperdetector found the LAS-TOOR, and after some further manipulation of the controls, the Terran ship as well. Even before Arsis or Rhodan could send their message, a clear signal was received. "We've been detected by the LAS-TOOR. Strong hyperdetection impulse."

"So the Menttia have finally lifted the energy blockade from the ships," Solina said. "Now there's nothing left that can go wrong ... "

 

The calm that reigned in the LAS-TOOR control center was largely deceptive. It was the calm before the storm. For hours, the crew and Echkal had been wondering when the situation would turn critical.

The energy blockade continued unchanged. The dome holo still showed the voluminous ring of shining spindles. They continued to rotate between the ship's pole and equator as its individual component beings spun in an incomprehensible dance. It looked as though they were bathing in the energy which left the ship, as though it were a stimulating bath. And just as unchanged, the LAS-TOOR and the PALENQUE continued to circle the planet in a high orbit.

Unchanged! For more than forty-eight hours!

Ma-Techten Echkal cer Lethir, the commander's deputy, stared into the holo that showed the ship's surroundings in normal visual space. It was in fact like an explosion when the Chief Engineer shouted, "Echkal cer Lethir! The alien beings! They ... "

The heads of everyone present in the control center jerked up. Astonishment quickly turned to relived as they watched the shining spindles leave orbit. The creatures formed a pointed wedge and at unbelievable speed raced down into the planet's atmosphere, almost faster than a thought and including every last individual. The space around the ship was empty.

"This phenomenon is difficult to attribute to the Terrans," the Chief Engineer said.

Echkal realized with grim reluctance that the engineer was right.

"Perhaps we will have to change our opinions, Ma-Techten."

"Nothing is proven yet," Echkal replied curtly. He felt strained and abandoned. Jere von Baloy had not yet returned to his position as commander.

"We should inform the Maphan," Oe ta Acenusk said. The slender Therso leaned on the encircling edge of the U-shaped weapons control console and was just as much at a loss as the rest of the crew. Echkal cer Lethir just gave her a single surprised glance. Oe was known as a Terran-hater and critical of the commander. Such a suggestion from her mouth ...

"We have power!"

Communications operator Netkim Okaw leaped up and fell heavily back into his seat. "We have ... my equipment back. And there's a hypercom message. The Seventh Fleet is calling!"

"Just what we need!" Echkal muttered. He had played with the thought himself of calling the Seventh Fleet, but at a time of his choosing. "Who's calling us? Who wishes to speak to me?"

He had just begun to carry out a causal analysis in his mind. The probability that the shining beings had something to do with the draining energy finally became obvious to him. They disappeared and the energy came back. He took a deep breath. "Very well. Put the call through."

The com operator switched a holo to the First Officer's console. The Syntrons at the individual stations had activated. Suddenly all the displays, holos, and touchscreens in the control center shone, blinked, and flashed as though there had never been an interruption. From the depths of the ship came the sounds of running secondary systems. In the holo in front of Echkal appeared Mechtan von Taklir, the feared admiral ...

Echkal straightened up, made a proper greeting, and looked into the admiral's angry face.

Mechtan von Taklir suddenly burst out. "You incompetent civilians! Your signal was due forty-eight hours ago! Have you all fallen into some kind of coma?"

"We were in a hopeless situation ... " Echkal began.

From beneath his short, militarily cut hair, the admiral's eyes seemed to want to bore into him. "That seems to be constantly the case with you. Why haven't there been any signals? I've put a fleet squadron on standby alert. It's ready to go."

"Admiral," Echkal said, "the planets that we've found in the Ochent Nebula are problematic worlds. Until a few seconds ago, we were suffering from a complete loss of energy. The planet is apparently inhabited by a collective intelligence ... "

"Intelligence is something that I don't seem to find among the distinguished Maphan's crew. Where is your commander, anyway?"

"Off-duty, Admiral von Taklir. I am standing in for him."

"Typical of you scientists." The control center crew listened to the dialogue in silence. Echkal cer Lethir knew that the admiral did not forgive the slightest mistake and, in that regard, had an infallible memory. Echkal made an effort to stand firm in the glare of everyone's gaze and waited for the end of the unpleasant rebuke.

"I have neither relaxed nor cancelled the order for the LAS-TOOR to provide the Seventh Fleet with a detailed status report at regular intervals."

Echkal shook his head and wondered what his contrary argument might cost him. "Neither our hyperdetection nor our communications systems—none of them!—were functioning, Admiral. We were completely helpless until just moments ago. Only the life-support systems were operating. It has not yet been scientifically explained who or what was responsible for the energy blockade, but ... "

The admiral's brawny upper body seemed to bulge threateningly under the uniform. His glance flicked across the control center. It was not clear whether Echkal's attempts at an explanation convinced him. "I expect a comprehensive report in one hour. Otherwise I will be forced to come to your aid with support from the fleet."

"We will provide you with a report," the Ma-Techten began, "but ... "

"No buts! I want Maphan Jere von Baloy to explain to me what has been happening. We will examine your report very closely. If there is the slightest irregularity, I will react as if threatened directly."

The admiral's face and upper body disappeared. Echkal cer Lethir felt droplets of sweat running through his brows and into his eyes. His thoughts raced. The admiral was a man who stuck to his word. The fleet squadron would be sent. And then ... whatever happened, Echkal cer Lethir suspected that the results would not bode well for him. And even less so for the Terrans, who although undoubtedly up to no good, had not been behind the loss of power ...

"I've picked up our Shift on hyperdetection," Actim Octon announced. "It's on a course to the Terran ship."

"Understood." Echkal switched the holo to his own console. "Weapons control?" The First Officer had given his orders for a situation like this long before. They did not dare run any risks.

"Ready, Ma-Techten," Oe ta Acenusk replied. "Impulse cannon target acquired."

The holo, shot through with measurement grid lines and distance indicators, showed the PALENQUE and the line of its trajectory, along with the Shift's course and image. New readings showed that the Shift's pilot had registered the scanning impulse as well as the cannon's target lock.

"Arsis Tachim calling!" exclaimed an excited voice through the tense atmosphere of the control center. "Everything is fine here! We don't have an energy blockade any more than you do. Explanations to follow! We have made some astonishing discoveries. I am putting Rhodan, Denetree, and Isaias Shimon off on the PALENQUE and then immediately heading for the LAS-TOOR!"

"Weapons control," Echkal said, "there is no authorization to fire. But remain at the ready." An officer had to stand firm and be ready to change his plans instantly when the situation required.

"Acknowledged," Oe confirmed. "Remaining at fire readiness."

The First Officer's thoughts spun through his mind one after another. He did not doubt the truthfulness of the report that Arsis had made at the last second. Nor did he doubt that the Shift had also been affected by the energy blockade. So it really had not been a new Terran trick? He turned halfway around so he could see all of the crew at their consoles. "Very well," he said. "The LAS-TOOR is definitely not here to provoke a war. We will wait to see what Arsis has to report. But I won't take sole responsibility." He tapped on a touchscreen field. "Two Neehlaks to the control center, please." He pointed to the hyperdetection hologram. "The Shift is docking with the Terran ship. Now we'll move in closer and try to clear up the situation. But for that we need the Maphan. Pilot!"

"Sir!"

"Prepare to leave orbit and overtake the PALENQUE. Half-power, no abrupt maneuvers."

"Understood."

Two crew members, dressed just as casually as the commander, entered the lowest level of the control center. Echkal's courteous gesture surprised them. They were even more surprised by his orders.

"Go get the Maphan and the Terran hostage. The commander's presence is urgently needed and we need van Kuespert to ensure that our communication with the commander in the other ship proceeds smoothly."

"At once, Ma-Techten."

Recent events and evidence that on a remote planet a force existed that could paralyze an ultra-advanced starship were enough to shake Echkal's mental image of the universe. He decided to wait and see. If necessary, he could open fire at any time.

The crew waited until Jere von Baloy and Hartich van Kuespert had taken their places once more. The LAS-TOOR had changed course to a lower orbit and was approaching the PALENQUE.

"I haven't been sleeping or exercising the entire time," Jere von Baloy explained lightly, "nor was I completely unaware of developments. You have conducted yourself flawlessly, Ma-Techten—so let's see about reassuring the admiral and his action-hungry fleet." He waved to Hartich van Kuespert. "Put the PALENQUE control center on the holo. Rhodan and his team are quite likely reporting what they have experienced and discovered."

"I think," van Kuespert replied, visibly relieved by the turn things had taken, "that is a reasonable suggestion."

At the same moment, the hyperdetection officer reported that the Shift had left the PALENQUE and was headed towards its own ship.

To his surprise, Echkal cer Lethir realized how relieved he was that Jere von Baloy had assumed responsibility once more.

 

Having showered and put on a fresh casual uniform, Perry Rhodan did not wait for Denetree and Isaias Shimon. They were still freshening up and getting a quick bite to eat in the mess. A few minutes before, he had said farewell to Arsis Tachim and watched the Shift launch into space from the PALENQUE's hangar. Now he entered the control center and held up the precious little box. "This is the memory storage unit for the crashed ark LEMCHA OVIR. It came from the ship's command section and was given to me by the Naahk's lady companion. That means we have some work ahead of us. The data storage seems to be in better shape than Denetree's chip. This is the second most important part of our mission. The most important part is ... "

Rhodan gave a brief account of the Halutian's appearance and of its flight—thanks to the doctor, Hyman Mahal, the crew already knew about that part of the story. He expressed his certainty that the Menttia were responsible for the strange and disturbing manipulation of the ship's energy. "With a little optimism, we can assume that the planet's indigenous inhabitants will not undertake any hostile action against a settlement of about five hundred surviving Lemurians. It would be only too easy to drive the Lemurians out."

Briefly, he told of his attempts at pictorial communication and the reaction to them, of Chibis-Nydele and of the Akonians who had remained behind on Mentack Nutai. "Where the Halutian has flown with the PALENQUE's Space-Jet can probably not be determined," he said. He jotted down some com code numbers on a sheet of paper. "Of course, the League of Free Terrans will replace the loss as quickly as possible." He turned to Alemaheyu Kossa. "Could you put a hypercom connection through to Halute? Via relay stations if necessary, but I must speak urgently with an old friend." He looked questioningly at the commander.

She nodded to the communications officer. "Go ahead and try, Alemaheyu. If anyone can manage it, you can."

Rhodan handed the com officer the sheet of paper. Alemaheyu glanced at it and nodded. "That's more than 25,000 light-years. It'll take a moment or two ... "

"We've learned from the surviving Lemurians that some fragments of their ark are drifting among the rocks in the asteroid belt," Rhodan continued. "Perhaps many Lemurians are fighting for their lives there."

Sharita Coho reacted immediately. "We'll man our crawlers and send them out. That'll be our mission, Perry."

He told of Chibis-Nydele, the grave of the Naahk and the crash-landed command section. Of Nydele's surprising discovery and the image of the Halutian in Atubur Nutai's personal cabin.

"The mystery surrounding the arks is growing deeper the more we learn," the commander added. "The past and the present—they'll keep us in suspense for a while yet."

Omer Driscol transferred a hyperdetection holo to the commander's console. "The LAS-TOOR has approached us and a Shift has just launched from it."

Rhodan nodded and watched events in the holo. "So our Akonian companions' will soon know everything."

Eniva ta Drorar, the Akonian hostage, had followed Rhodan's report in silence and kept looking at the small box that stood on Rhodan's console. For her, he thought, the Lemurian data storage unit was the symbol of a Terran victory that would be hard to challenge.

"You have all the basic facts," Rhodan said and leaned back. "Everything else can be analyzed with the information processing systems on board, including the Akonian installation in the polar ice and the planet's raw materials. We should also investigate the possibility of devising a usable system to communicate with the Menttia. That's important if the Lemurians are to found a small colony here. If we try to exploit their planet's mineral resources, for example, the Menttia might misunderstand it as aggressive behavior."

"Yes," Sharita answered thoughtfully, "I think you're right. We shouldn't rush into anything. Some problems seem to me too big to solve by ourselves."

Alemaheyu manipulated his controls and murmured into his headset. During the time that the ships had been paralyzed, the crew on board had continued to process and analyze all their hyperdetection data and observations. The surface scans of the planet and of the optically accessible areas of the Ochent Nebula were now almost complete. There was great relief that power had been restored, despite the uncertainty about the future. How would the Menttia behave?

Alemaheyu spoke up. The glowing fields of the displays showed that what was going on in the control center was being broadcast to all cabins and compartments on board the prospecting ship. "Perry! We have a connection with your friend."

"Thank you." Rhodan looked into the glowing red eyes of the Halutian, Icho Tolot. He raised his hand in greeting. "Tolotos, old friend—I urgently need you here in the Ochent Nebula. Extremely important matters are at stake. Matters of cosmic significance. Drop everything and fly out at once—I'll explain it all to you when you get here. I'll send you a data set with the information you need to find me. Don't talk to anyone about this. Keep everything strictly confidential. Will you come?"

The voice of the Halutian rumbled in reply despite the noticeable acoustic filtering all the way across 25,000 light-years. "I will leave at once, Perry, if you so urgently need me. I have just received your location data—would you like to say anything else to me before I depart?"

"I'll tell you the whole story once you're here. No one must find out where you're going."

"I understand, little one. Trust me."

"Thanks," Rhodan said, relieved. He waved briefly, and cut the connection.

Two heartbeats later, Alemaheyu switched over to the large control center holo. Above the heads of the crew stood the image of the LAS-TOOR's bridge. Commander Jere von Baloy filled a third of the picture.

Sharita Coho looked suspiciously at the Maphan. Her severe uniform stood in conspicuous contrast to his loose, colorful shirt and baggy pants.

"We seem to have a difficult part of our mission behind us," the tall Akonian commander said with an ingratiating smile. "Some of my crew members were of the opinion that the loss of power was your doing." His gaze flitted through the PALENQUE's control center and seized on Eniva. He nodded to her, still smiling, then greeted Perry Rhodan.

The commander of the PALENQUE answered immediately; her voice sounded irritated. "Why so distrustful, Maphan? It's easy for you to put the blame on us, but we were just as affected as you were. But we Terrans got the Menttia to lift the blockade. I don't recall any such contributions from the LAS-TOOR's side."

Rhodan had no intention of getting involved. He was familiar with the hidden rivalry between Sharita and Jere von Baloy. They seemed determined to continue the conflict between them that had begun with the discovery of the NETHACK ACHTON.

"Even so, Solina Tormas and Ameda Fayard made important discoveries, and our Shift and its pilot played a significant part in events. You may have noticed that Arsis Tachim delivered your crew members safe and sound to the PALENQUE."

"We also noticed that you were ready to blast your own Shift out of orbit without even knowing who was on board," Sharita said cuttingly. "You must have been really bored over there, right? Especially your Ma-Techten."

"Ma-Techten cer Lethir conducted himself properly in the circumstances," the commander of the LAS-TOOR replied assertively. "Meanwhile, he has now been made to see reason as far as old rivalries are concerned. We have the leadership of the fleet on our backs. They want to see reports and results. You have witnessed how our space soldiers hijacked the first ark and confiscated it from us. Including firing an warning salvo at you as you departed." Maphan Jere von Baloy gestured dismissively. "We will head for the planet and pick up our people. Possibly we can assist the Lemurians in some way. That will depend on where and when we arrive. Meanwhile, we will evaluate the information we have gathered, which will take us some time."

"Take care that you don't provoke the Menttia or give them the impression that you are being aggressive. We know what that can lead to."

"Has it been proven that they are masters of energy control?"

"This entire sequence of events has proven that," Rhodan said. His fleeting smile was sober and without warmth. "Cause and effect. Simple communication attempts were successful—all units have power again. Unfortunately, we Terrans are not able to switch parts of spaceship power on and off with such precision. It would be quite an effective way to bring peace to the entire Galaxy." He noticed that Echkal cer Lethir was regarding him thoughtfully, without any sign of distrust in his expression. "We will evaluate the data from the ark. Wouldn't it be an excellent demonstration of scientific cooperation if you Akonians could develop a method of communication between the Menttia and the Lemurian descendants?"

The Maphan nodded and then gestured downwards. "We will make the attempt. First we will land and pick our people up. Will you follow us?"

"For security reasons we will remain in space," Sharita replied, "but we will move to a lower orbit. If the Menttia drain your energy, we can still land and pull you out of there."

"Your friendliness seems without end," the Akonian said with unmistakable irony. "We will certainly remember it. Now ... for the time being, we won't be far away." He raised his hand and with his long, practiced fingers performed a gesture of farewell.

Sharita nodded curtly. The holo dissolved as Alemaheyu broke off the connection.

"A temporary end to the rivalry," Rhodan said and stood up. "There's no time to waste. We should begin deciphering the memory unit data. I think Denetree has enough experience and can help me, along with Eniva and perhaps Driscol."

"A signal!" Alemaheyu exclaimed, throwing his arm up. "It's absolutely clear! A hypercom signal!"

"Again?" Rhodan wondered aloud and shook his head in amazement. "Was it sent just now?"

"No," Alemaheyu said hesitantly. "I just found it in my archive. The checking process only started when we had power again. My Syntron's running hot and heavy just now ... here's the data." Holograms formed. Time indications were blended into the image. A view of the planet's surface took shape, and the Syntron provided a series of enlargements: the crew recognized the command section of the wreck between the dunes of the northern equatorial region.

Rhodan thought back and remembered ... The hypercom signal whose purpose Alemaheyu could not determine did not contain any information but was an unmodulated impulse. It resembled exactly the one sent by the NETHACK ACHTON! It had been sent after Chibis-Nydele had removed the container with the memory chips from the Naahk's desk and severed its connections to the "Net." "Another 'probably,'" he said ironically. "The hypercom signals are probably triggered when strangers enter the ark's control center or, in this case, that of the wreck. Sharita! I have to go down and see Chibis-Nydele. In spite of an intensive search by all eight of us, we didn't find anything that resembled a hypercom transmitter. Why would the old Lemurians have such technology in their arks?"

"The PALENQUE won't land," Sharita decided, "but a pilot can take you down and back in a crawler."

"It's not too much effort for knowledge of this kind," Rhodan said and reached for his multifunction wristband. "But we have to hurry. The LAS-TOOR is probably already on landing approach."

"We'll take care of the stored data," the commander answered and stood up from her contour seat. "You know the way to the crawler hangar. Oh! A new message ... "

The bearded face of a crawler pilot suddenly appeared in the holos.

"Aramis of the Dumas Trio," Alemaheyu murmured. "Crawler V. Have fun on the flight, Perry."

"I'm still on duty, so to speak," Aramis announced in a gruff, affable tone. "And we were just down there. Send Rhodan to me and I'll take him wherever he wants."

"I'm on my way to the crawler hangar," Rhodan said and quickly left the control center. After a few steps he jumped into the down antigrav shaft and came out on the hangar deck. The yellow alarm light was blinking above the hatchway. Rhodan yanked a spacesuit off its rack, checked the Syntron, and put it on as fast as he could. Then he opened the hatch, slipped through the safety lock, and ran to the open door of the crawler.

Aramis greeted him with a bone-crunching handshake and pointed to the seat next to the pilot's. "Strap in! Where are we going, by the way?"

The hatch doors closed with a hiss. A holomap was displayed in front of the two men. Rhodan touched his finger to the control sensor, looked for the equator, and found the edge of the desert.

"Here. To the ark's command section. Alemaheyu will give you the exact coordinates."

"Hear that, Mama?" Aramis called into the microphone. "Hold on—I'm taking off!"

"Roger, Crawler V. Syntrons linked."

Rhodan leaned back in the cushioned seat. For two men, the cabin could almost be called comfortable. As the hangar door slid to the side, the flying laboratory rose and moved forward. Two seconds later, they were dropping towards the planet below.

 

For some time, Rhodan studied the close-range scan images and raised his head when he was certain that the crawler was on the right course. For a while, he watched how confidently the gray-haired Terran steered the crawler. He considered the pros and cons of putting a craft like this in operation in the asteroid belt. He couldn't help but be skeptical.

"Some large fragments of the ark were apparently hurtled into the asteroid belt after the collision," Rhodan said, turning to Aramis. "Have the crawler teams agreed yet to search there for survivors?"

The prospector tugged at his rakish mustache. "Four crews have already set out." He let the crawler continue to fall and activated the front window's lightshade. The noon sun burned down blindingly. "We also discussed the Menttia factor. If they won't let us mine the fifth planet, we'll try it on the fourth and sixth."

"If there aren't any Menttia there," Rhodan said. There was no indication of the LAS-TOOR on the 360-degree scan. "They didn't tell me if they were natives of only one planet in their system."

"We'll find out." Aramis's broad fingertip tapped on a touchscreen field. "Mama, does Driscol have the Akonians on the screen?"

Alemaheyu answered at once. "They've just left their low orbit and they're heading below. Perry? Solina and the others are waiting for you with Nydele. I just spoke with them."

"Roger. Thank you," Rhodan said, and took his finger off his multifunction wristband.

Beneath the crawler, the edge of the forest changed to bushes and dry savannah. Then the first dunes began. The metal cylinder appeared between dune slopes and the shining foil of the tent walls blended into the sunlight.

"Here we are," Aramis rumbled and set the crawler down in the churned-up sand.

"The hypercom signal was sent from this piece of the wreck." Rhodan worked his way out into the open. "For what reason and to whom? Maybe we'll find a clue."

Chibis-Nydele and Solina Tormas came towards Rhodan and Aramis and, after a brief greeting, led them back to the shade. Ameda and Kealil Ron were sleeping somewhere in the living quarters. His beard ruffled, Aramis sniffed suspiciously at the cold Huccar, but a gesture from Rhodan seemed to reassure him.

After the first sip, Rhodan turned to Chibis-Nydele. "We received a communication signal that was sent from this section of the ark."

"That is quite possible," the Lemurian woman answered. "Perhaps it was an automatic distress call from the Net?"

"That's what I also assumed, but the signal was faster than light ... "

Chibis-Nydele looked at him questioningly. "Faster than light?"

"Many times faster than your ship ever flew. We call this technology 'Hypercom," and it was unknown to the builders of your ship. Something like this should have been impossible, but our Syntrons clearly registered the signal."

"I understand nothing of technology," she said after thinking about it for some moments, "but as you know, there is still some remaining power flowing intermittently through the command section. Once, I heard a humming and afterwards there was a smell of burnt plastic. Perhaps that could have something to do with this signal?"

"After our first meeting?"

She nodded. No Menttia were to be seen in the air above the dunes.

Solina stood up. "I'll help you look, Perry. But there hasn't been anything that caught our attention since you left."

"Come on," he said. "I think I could use a little help."

They went in the hatchway, climbed down the spiral steps, and both smelled the odor of burned positronic or electrical systems. They followed the smell by sniffing the air. It grew stronger the closer they came to the forward section and the glass components of the forward viewport. In the light from Rhodan's spacesuit they discovered a discoloration on the bottom plate at the front of a switch cabinet that was unmistakably the result of intense heat.

"I can guess what we'll find here," Rhodan said. He shoved the blade of his spacesuit's small all-purpose tool under the corners and lifted the plate, which was about the size of two hands.

The spotlight beam shone into a black, cube-shaped hollow space within.

The device, now completely melted on two sides and burned ash-white, had also once been the shape of a cube. The strong, burned smell was the result of a fire caused by a self-destruct system.

"The transmitter," Solina said. "What else? The Naahk surely didn't know anything about it. He would have shared his knowledge with his beloved."

Rhodan sighed, stood up, and stowed the tool back in his spacesuit. He looked around the half-destroyed room. "I wonder who installed this transmitter here? It couldn't have been the builders of the ark—they didn't have the necessary technology."

"Maybe it was the Halutian who traveled with the ark?"

"Possibly, even probably. But if that was the case, the question remains as to why he did it. To attract attention to himself? Hardly, or he would have activated it long before or simply used the transmitter on his own ship."

"A distress signal?" Solina offered. "After all, the signal was sent at the time of the catastrophe."

Rhodan shrugged. "Maybe, but then the system must have been defective. The signal was triggered long after the disaster. Much too late. Still, that would explain why we only found melted remnants."

"And why it was an unmodulated signal? I mean, what kind of message is that? It was probably a defective system's last sign of life ... "

They went back to the hatch. "She asked me," Solina said in a low voice on the way. "I didn't want to tell her, but then I couldn't do anything else ... "

Rhodan smiled uncertainly. "But Nydele now knows that she and the ark inhabitants are the last Lemurians, and that history has caught up with them and brought them together with their descendants."

"Yes." The Akonian scholar lowered her head. "Brought together by an incredible coincidence."

 

The LAS-TOOR appeared in the sky and flew roaring and droning in a wide circle at an altitude of about 300 meters around the cylindrical fragment. As Kealil Ron came rushing out of the hatchway, Solina was talking with someone in the control center by shouting into her multifunction wristband. The eight landing struts slowly extended from the flattened lower pole. The ship floated on the antigrav projectors and the impact-cushioning force-field. Finally the commander decided to set down on the widely spread landing legs. The ship sank a meter deep into the sandy ground. The howl of the engines ceased.

Chibis-Nydele laid her hand on Rhodan's forearm and smiled at him. "This ship, or perhaps your ship ... could it move the command section to the place where we Lemurians will build our little town?"

"Technically speaking, that won't be a problem. But where will this settlement be?"

"I have been in touch with Kalymel. He and his friends don't know that yet. They want to use a shuttle to find the best and most attractive place." Nydele glanced thoughtfully back and forth between the huge ship and the relatively small command module.

Ameda Fayard came out of the hatch and caught up with Kealil Ron. Solina pointed to the extending ramp. "Maphan von Baloy has ordered for us to go on board and give our reports," she said.

"I'm sure," Rhodan said, pressing her hand, "that we'll spend some more time here together. Ask the commander to help the Lemurians and especially our friend Nydele."

"Don't worry. I can be quite stubborn when it comes to that. I wish you much luck in your search for forgotten memories."

"They have been suppressed but not lost," Rhodan replied, and waved farewell to Kealil Roni and Ameda.

Aramis regarded the dunes thoughtfully, then turned to look at Nydele. Enchanted, he twirled the end of his beard.

Rhodan waited under the tent roof until the Akonians had disappeared into the ship and closed the hatch. As the tent's thin metal sheet began to flutter in the wind from the surging starship engines, a chapter of this strange mission came to an end for Rhodan. Very soon, he told himself, a new, perhaps even more mysterious chapter would begin.

He watched the Akonian starship take off. "The Akonians have also promised to help you," he said at length to Nydele. "That will happen in a few days. As to where to settle, the survivors must make their own decisions for themselves. We'll come back and put things in order for you."

"I know that you will keep your word, Immortal." Nydele accompanied Rhodan and Aramis to the crawler and waved as they took off.

An hour later, they set down in the PALENQUE's hangar.


Epilogue

 

24 April, 22:35 ship's time, 1327 New Galactic Era

 

Its engines roaring, the OVIR PIXAL flew over the coastal strip to the west. Kalymel, Rasturi, and Ascelin sat in the pilots' cockpit. Some Tenoy and the three Councilors, who had survived the crash of the ark fragment with only minor injuries, had strapped themselves into the seats in the passenger compartment. The Lemurians had decided to search for a suitable place for their settlement until the majority were convinced that they had found the right location.

The shuttle flew slowly at a height of about 150 meters. Sandy beaches and rocky shorelines alternated with each other. Islands of bare stone reared out of the low surf. The color of the sea changed from deep blue to emerald green and then to gray. A dried-up riverbed and backwater woods passed by to the right. Then a large inlet dug deep into the interior, ending on the horizon along a peninsula where some flocks of birds circled.

"It looks good," Ascelin called. "Old forest and there's even a little bay off of the big bay. We should take a closer look."

Kalymel was overwhelmed by the vastness of the ocean that surrounded the peninsula. He flew the shuttle lower and slowly circled around the cape. The Lemcharoys saw a river with clear water, some grass-covered slopes, and a rocky ridge. The peninsula offered a place to settle on a plateau as well as on a second stretch of ground near the riverbend. The shuttle descended with a final howl of its engines and landed on the riverbank.

In the bushes, four-legged animals with brown and red fur scurried away. Flocks of birds scattered with loud screeching. The peninsula was about 75 kilometers away from the main wreck of the Star of Hope.

"We have wood and stone here for building houses," Kalymel said, climbing down from the cockpit. "We'll learn how from the information and drawings on the Net."

"And from here we have access to the rest of the land as far as the mountains." Rasturi rested her arm around Kalymel's waist. Above the blue-gray horizon of the sea floated the planet's largest moon. Kalymel wondered if he should call it "Moon of Hope,"—LEMCHA OMTARN. Perhaps it would be a good sign for anew beginning?

"There, Kalymel," Rasturi said softly, quoting from their common dreams on the ship, "is the seashore of yellow sand with the cool foam of the surf that we so often dreamed of. Soon ... "

The wind rustled and hissed in the crowns of the great trees, bringing with it strange sounds from the interior of the land. Small animals climbed up the tree trunks. The Lemcharoys would be able to hunt in the forest when they had learned how to properly use firearms.

"We will use the shuttles to fly back and forth and bring here everything we need from the wreck of the ship," said a Councilor, who had finished taking a short walk around. "We are few; we do not have to build a large settlement."

"I'll fly back," Kalymel said. "All the survivors will realize that this is the most beautiful place on this entire world."

They climbed into the shuttle. Again Kalymel flew several circuits around the settlement area and switched on the video recorders. The surviving Lemcharoys would be able to see within an hour the places where they wanted to build their houses. Dozens of dwellings, not made of steel and plastic for the first time since the ark set out.

Flying with thundering engines back towards the wreck section, the occupants of the shuttle did not see the swarm of Menttia that circled peacefully in the sunlight high above the peninsula.

 

The PALENQUE had entered its "night" phase, and the presence of a pilot in the control center was not required. The ship was circling Mentack Nutai in a 100-minute orbit along the equator. Rhodan sat next to Sharita Coho under the central hologram, in which the sun rose and set by turns. In front of them were half-filled coffee cups. The commander was in a relaxed mood. She was not under observation by her crew and had made her peace with Rhodan. The Immortal had not usurped her position, had not pushed her to the side. Quite the opposite: he had given her the adventure of her life. And the chance of a profit that brought her dream of her own prospecting ship close enough to touch.

The information gathered over the last few days had yet to be completely analyzed, but all the data had been secured. "Here we are again, with nothing to do but wait," Sharita said with an ironic smile and after some time had passed in thoughtful, contented silence. "It's a frustrating night watch, Perry."

"Someone like me has had to learn that waiting is a considerable part of life."

Sharita nodded in virtual slow motion. "Naturally, I have less experience in that than you."

"Of course."

"Do you think you actually recognized your Halutian friend?" she said after a suitable amount of time had passed, her eyebrows raised questioningly.

Rhodan nodded.

"And you just called the same Halutian and asked him to come here. That would be the first Halutian in history who's in two places at the same time!"

When the video images that Rhodan's syntronic camera had automatically recorded in the base under the ice were evaluated, two short sequences had shown the Halutian's entire body. Rhodan had played the images over and over again: in freeze frame, in slow motion, backwards, in increasingly blurry enlargements. The PALENQUE's Syntron had eventually confirmed Rhodan's observation: the Halutian in the video recordings was Icho Tolot. Probability: 98.43 percent.

"Whatever the case may be," Rhodan replied in the same tone, "that's impossible. I know it. I don't believe in ... magic. But a few rebellious cells in my brain, in which vague memories sleep, won't let me rest." He shrugged. "Let's drop the subject. Icho will be arriving in his ship before long and then he'll at least be here with us. Maybe then a few of our many questions will be cleared up."

Sharita lifted her cup and winked at him. "We're waiting impatiently for a new Space-Jet. I'm not expecting him to deliver the jet in his starship."

"Hardly. But the owners of your company won't suffer any loss."

Four crawlers overseen by Alemaheyu were on the way to the asteroid belt between the orbits of the red sun's seventh and eighth planets. From orbit, the crew of the PALENQUE had watched the Akonian research cruiser transport Chibis-Nydele's command section to the peninsula and there unload some containers. Efforts to decipher the stored data were under way. Denetree had interrupted her work to get some sleep.

Rhodan's gaze rested on the surface of the planet. It drifted beneath the ship bathed in constantly changing light and with bizarre shadows cast by the clouds. From their altitude and position in orbit, the precise details that would determine the fate of the Lemurians could not be made out. Perhaps the founding of a tiny settlement, with all its problems, both technological and day-to-day, was a hopeful sign.

"Loss, profit, gain, and wealth—on Mentack Nutai, they have more pressing concerns," Sharita said softly.

"Much more by far," Rhodan agreed, "but we'll only find out later how much."

"So ... we just wait?"

"Yes. Wait patiently and do something that makes sense in the meantime." Rhodan took a deep gulp of coffee. The coming days and weeks promised to be more exciting than he cared for.

In front of his mind's eye appeared the form of Chibis-Nydele. Suddenly he thought of so many encounters that had come his way on the path of his life. Encounters that had left him behind as the loser and with nothing more than memories.
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