
        
            
                
            
        

    
#6 The Longest Night

by Hubert Haensel

 

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.

A new onslaught of the Beasts is imminent. These organic killing machines have learned about the arks and used them – unnoticed by their inhabitants – for their own purposes. Meanwhile Levian Parron sets out to go back in time to undo the onslaught, including 55,000 years of history. Only Perry Rhodan can stop the Beasts as well as Levian Parron ...
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Delbert Brouk left the antigrav shaft in the control center and took two steps forward. His gaze settled in disbelief on the deserted seat at the hyperdetection station. He looked across the control center, then jumped back to the absent hyperdetector's monitor. A shadow darkened the captain's expression.

"Well?" Brouk said nothing more. Just that one word sounded cutting and cold at the same time.

The stars of the galactic center shone brightly in the GOLDEN GOOSE's holo panorama. They seemed like an impenetrable wall of matter, light, and seething energy. Fascinating, mysterious, and dangerous. A place where stars were even now being born while others ended their existence, flaring up in one last angry outburst.

"No significant incidents!" The report came from the com station.

"None?" Brouk bit his lower lip and turned to Janna Pagnell. "'All stations combat ready!' was the order. Around the clock. We aren't taking a pleasure cruise to Vega and back—that should be clear to everyone ... "

"Rudolph Cavins said exactly that, too," the second pilot stated. "Not in those words, but more or less ... "

"Continue!" The captain's gaze shifted between the deserted hyperdetection station and the panorama display. He tried to convince himself that no threats were lurking in this region. What existed here besides untouched stellar jungle, anyway? At most a few automatic relay stations. Or some aging prospector ship flown by men and women who hoped to find their fortune some day. In reality though, they just wasted their lives. They subjected themselves to the effects of intensive radiation storms and worked on planets where no space traveler who had half his senses still intact would ever voluntarily land.

We're right in the middle of it. The thought was bitter in Brouk's mind although it had seemed to him like an appealing change just a few weeks before. Exploration in the galactic center. He still felt the enticement, the allure—but now the danger as well. A secret operation, searching for new sources of raw materials while strictly avoiding any contact ... The last item was not a problem. It was absolutely necessary, since all space faring races would swarm like flies on any new deposit of hypercrystals as soon as its location became public knowledge. The sector was a no-man's land. Who would regulate ownership claims and mining rights here?

"There isn't anyone to continue." The voice of the Second Pilot sounded insulted. "Cavins turned his station over to the syntron and temporarily excused himself from duty. He felt sick, he said."

The captain dismissed it with a vigorous wave of his hand. "His entire imaginary sickness is his damned honesty. It affects his stomach. Cavins needs to grow a steel skin if he wants to get anywhere." With a groan, Brouk sank into the hyperdetector's chair and called up the log.

Rudolph Cavins had left his post only a few minutes before, going off duty in accordance with procedure. No replacement possible, the captain read. Bucio has it worse than me.

It was clear to him that Cavins had been on duty for fifteen hours without a break. Conditions were rather different than they were on the usual freight runs. An hour before, the GOLDEN GOOSE had completed its last short ultralight jump with considerable strain. April 28, 1327 New Galactic Era was at 15:28 ship's time no longer exactly a fresh new day.

The ship had been lingering in no-man's land for weeks. That last damned radiation storm had tossed the GOLDEN GOOSE through space like a nutshell. Since then, the converters had operated at only half power. The engines overheated unbelievably fast, and the morale of the crew was dangerously close to zero.

"Course?"

"Unchanged. According to the cartographic data there isn't any star system suitable for us along our line of flight."

Brouk waved the problem aside. "The star maps are anything but complete. We'll find a planet where we can land and repair the damage. You have my word for it."

"How long will the ultralight drive hold out? Every jump causes more problems."

The sudden silence was somehow paralyzing. Minutes passed while the captain did nothing but play back the accumulated sensor readings. When his fist slammed down on the console, it sounded startlingly loud.

"I'll have his hide! Rudolph didn't even consider it necessary to run the basic sensor scan!"

"Could it be that he's really sick?" Janna Pagnell asked.

Brouk swung around in his chair. His gaze was piercing as he first started at the com operator and then the rest one by one.

"Very well." He rubbed the bridge of his nose and blinked. "Let's continue. The sooner we find something ... "

He didn't finish the sentence. Everyone knew what he meant. ... the sooner we can go home.

Space seemed filled with radiation that caused interference. The source was a strange dark nebula that was being torn apart layer by layer by radiation from the surrounding stars. The incoming new data blended with the visual image registered by the optical sensors to make a composite picture. Outlying streamers from the nebula drifted like coils of smoke through space. In its heart was a region of stars, highlighted by whirling billows of matter and streams of energy. There were several massive concentrations there in which the fusion process had not yet begun.

Delbert Brouk changed the search parameters for the area. He gave the time readout a fleeting glance. Fewer than three more days until his 57th birthday. Then, at last, he would be able to take this damned crate on a homeward bound course before the machinery finally gave out entirely.

"There's something!" Janna Pagnell's announcement didn't follow protocol in the least. "A signal ... " she quickly added.

"Could you be a little more specific?"

"Yes, of course." For several seconds, the com operator allowed herself to be distracted by Rudolph Cavins, who had just appeared in the control center. He was pale with tangled hair hanging in his face. Then she turned back to her console, manipulating the displays with controls that responded to her eye movements.

"Hypercom pulse!" She moved her head in a jerk. In the semi-darkness of the control center, the flickering of the holos was reflected in her face. Her expression had hardened. "Compressed and on a little-used frequency. Not anything used by the Fleet or civilian space traffic ... "

"Point of origin?"

"Impossible to locate. The transmitter is only a few dozen light-years away, but the incoming signal strength is fairly low."

"So it's not a large ship?" Cavins asked from the doorway. "Not even a planetary station?"

When the com operator didn't immediately answer, the captain gave in to the temptation to make a pointed remark. "You've left your sickbed, Cavins?"

"The medobot injected me with a circulation-boosting stimulant."

"That's not enough. I want to know what's really going on with you before you collapse completely."

"Everything's fine." Cavins gave him a pained smile. "I'll stick it out to the end."

Brouk hesitated. Another two or three losses in the crew and not every post could be filled. A one-hundred-meter spacesphere of this type was too large for just twenty-five crewmembers, even if half the ship consisted of cargo holds.

"There's no signature that allows me to draw any conclusions about the sender," the com operator said. "And there's no encoding, for that matter."

"So it's plain text. Let's hear what it says."

"It isn't plain text, either. Just symbol groups. Something like that hasn't been used in a long time. If it comes from a spacecraft, the ship doesn't belong to any known race."

All eyes turned to the captain.

"We'll just say the hell with it and let it go," he said curtly. "We're here because there are solid business reasons for it. Even if we fly this ship into scrap metal, we can't let others spot us."

"The GOLDEN GOOSE is the only spacecraft within a radius of three-quarters of a light-year," Cavins said.

Moments later, Janna Pagnell reported two new hypercom pulses. " ... They seem like echoes of the first symbol group, but they're apparently independent transmissions. Neither compressed nor encrypted, though still not comprehensible."

"Evaluation ... ?"

"No results as yet. The syntron is still chewing on it."

The captain grinned slightly at the thought of a computer literally munching away on something.

"The first group of pulses probably triggered a response," Janna continued. "There's something strange ... "

" ... Neither of Akonian nor of Arkonide origin and impossible to classify?" When the com operator hesitated, Brouk pressed further. "Do we have an approximate location for the transmitter?"

"Very close this time," the woman replied. "The position data still isn't exact, but I'll put it up."

A colored mark lit up in the panoramic holo. The GOLDEN GOOSE's course would actually skirt the area.

Brouk gnawed on his lower lip until curiosity won out over all his reservations. Perhaps this is the chance we've all been waiting for.

A small course correction and some caution—that was all that was needed for their salvation. Perhaps even for their success.
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The first perception was a sharp, stabbing pain. Just as quickly as he opened his eyelids, he closed them again, pulled his eyes in and waited until the throbbing under the top of his skull had ebbed away. Everything within him yearned to bellow loudly from the agony caused by the glaring flood of light, but he wasn't even breathing.

He waited.

Time passed that he couldn't measure. Nor did it interest him. Because the concept was nothing other than the abstract description of a phenomenon that was difficult to grasp.

Time is subjective.

The statement arose from within him without any conscious thought on his part. It had been formulated by one of his two brains, the existence of which he was only now becoming aware.

Time is the proof that I am alive. I cannot stop it by ceasing to live or sealing myself off.

Now breathe!

Something close to him was making noises. He heard a bubbling sound like flowing liquid. Names and concepts took , although he knew that he had never heard anything like them before.

Before?

There was no before.

His memory began with the. Still, he knew a great deal without ever having come in contact with anything. He had only to concentrate and seek for the right answers.

The brightness seemed to be fading, but perhaps his eyes were merely growing accustomed to it. A second awakening stimulus shot a new wave of pain through his body.

As before, he wasn't breathing. Nor did he need to in the narrowly confined world around him. Everything else was strange and cold.

After a while, he involuntarily moved several. Then he couldn't prevent himself from clenching his hands into fists. At the same time, a feeling of unsuspected strength flowed through him.

As he opened his fists once more, he sensed for the first time each individual finger—six on each of four hands—and stretched his arms.

A new sound reached him, a muffled pounding that even echoed as vibrations through the floor. It approached him, then stopped.

"Wake up, Ion Lissos!" a voice thundered. "I see that there is life in you! You have a mission to fulfill!"

He remained silent, now driven only by a single challenging thought: How long can I exist without breathing? If he wanted to learn about himself, that was the first thing he had to find out. . Then, after that, there was so much else to discover about his body.

"Defective growths terminate in the converter!"

A terrible blow struck him in the side and knocked him to the floor. He fell backwards, landing first on his shoulders, then on his body, and finally on his skull. He felt the floor give way beneath him, warping and possibly even breaking apart.

The pain was unbelievable. Ion Lissos' outcry was a primordial bellow—and only then did he realize he was breathing without consciously willing it.

He rolled over in an instant. His two chest arms were shorter than the other limbs but he could use them to push away from the ground with a powerful heave. He did the same with his legs. He tensed his muscles almost to the point of tearing them apart—a process that he didn't even consciously perceive—and leaped.

Five or six paces away, a massive figure loomed in front of him. He saw it only dimly with all three eyes, blinded once more by the flood of light that again flowed over him. In his leap, he threw up his manipulation arms, but the other who had violently kicked him, slipped to one side just as swiftly.

Ion Lissos fell into the emptiness, landing heavily yet again ...

... and sensed that his body had changed. He no longer felt the pain, just as he didn't feel the additional kicks that slammed into him.

His body had become insensitive and as hard as steel.

Molecular transformation of cell structure, his overbrain realized. The process can be consciously controlled and provides possibilities for defense and attack.

Again the other struck. This time Ion Lissos' manipulation arms shot out, both hands closed around the attacker's ankle joint, and jerked him off balance. The colossus hit the floor with a crash. At the same time, Lissos threw himself forward in blind rage, struck the fingers of one hand in the opponent's face, and tried to push him down.

He couldn't do it. Their limbs thoroughly entangled, they rolled on the floor and smashed equipment that Lissos couldn't have identified as they pounded away at each other.

"Stop it!" the other finally gasped.

Ion Lissos rammed the top of his opponent's head with his jaw. Blood spurted. Accompanied by angry bellowing, the blows now rained down on him.

"You are insane, Lissos, a damned defective growth!"

Ion Lissos already had enough to do defending himself against the unrestrained onslaught, but then two others of the same appearance were there seized his arms and legs and pressed him to the floor with their weight.

Bleeding profusely, his first opponent stood up. Lissos stared at him with all three eyes. His headbutt had driven the other's sharp-edged teeth into their upper lip and shredded the flesh. The black-skinned opponent moved very close to him and set his foot on the area between his body and hemispherical head. If he put his strength into the step, he would kill Lissos.

Despite that threat, Lissos chose not to harden his cell structure. He instinctively sensed that doing so would only provoke the other even more.

"You asked for this fight," he exclaimed angrily. "I will not allow myself to be treated this way. Not by anyone."

They stared at each other. Lissos saw the all-consuming fire in his opponent's eyes. At the same time he was certain that he didn't look any different.

"You react too impulsively."

The reproach made no impression on him; he didn't even think about it. He pushed his three eyes a little out of his skull and turned each of them towards his opponent. The different images overlapped in his perception.

Only when Lissos closed his forehead eye did the combined image grow clearer. At last he saw the two figures next to him as plainly as he saw the colossus that stood erect before him, one manipulation arm pressed against his jaw. Blood still oozed from the wound.

Ion Lissos felt grim satisfaction, even though it was evident to him that the three were "Old Ones."

And he himself?

Newborn ...

Grown ...

Created to carry out and complete a mission that had begun in the distant past.

Only when the wounded individual made a growling sound did the other two Old Ones step away.

"I am not a defective growth!" Lissos gasped. Humiliated, he still lay on his back, both pairs of arms spread out, but no one answered him. Snorting contemptuously, he rolled to the side and pushed himself up. As he did so, he watched for any telltale movement from the others.

They were like him, and watched him just as intently. Slightly bent over, they stood on short, pillar-like legs. Although their manipulation arms hung down from the sides of their bodies, their chest arms were outstretched, as though they were about to attack him again. They had half-closed lids like slats over their circular, glowing red eyes; it was not a sign of exhaustion but more of watchfulness.

Their thick, dense black skin glistened with an oily sheen. But that was mainly a side effect of the flood of light, which made it impossible to get an overall view of the room. Lissos had the impression that he stood in a gigantic hall. Towering semi-transparent shapes extended in all directions.

Breeding tanks, it occurred to him. I am only one of many, created to do my duty.

He turned his extended eyes back to look at the Old Ones. He called them that because they had been there before him. Their task had been to monitor his awakening. Along with that of all the others.

"Am I ... the first?" he found himself asking.

"Number thirty-seven in this arsenal. The activation signal has been received repeatedly and relayed onwards."

He didn't see any variations in bodily structure. The only difference was that he was naked while the Old Ones wore tight-fitting, steel-reinforced battlesuits. Arm and leg attachment joints were protected by metal rings, along with the region between the body and the head.

"Where are all the others?"

His opponent had by now pulled his arm away from his jaws. Shreds of flesh hung down over the narrow lips but that didn't seem to concern him anymore.

"They have not caused us any problems. Therefore they were sent on to pick up their equipment and receive instruction."

"You are Necc Magot?" Lissos suddenly knew the name and its accompanying image; both were part of a block of knowledge that provided information without his conscious action.

Magot was the leader of the Paggosh Arsenal, some 3000 Lemurian years old and a veteran of numerous battles against the Lemurians. He'd played a decisive role in the destruction of the fifth planet in the Lemur System. Later he commanded a Fleet squadron in support of the blockade of the Multi-Star Teleporter in the center of the Galaxy. Then he had been withdrawn to assist in the establishment of the first depot planets.

It was basic knowledge, similar to a skeleton without tendons, muscles, or flesh. It was too little by far for Lissos to draw his own conclusions from.

Zeut. The name came to him along with other knowledge. That had been the name of the fifth planet in the Lemur System. And Kahalo had been the switching station on the Lemurians' escape route to the neighboring galaxy. How long ago had it been now? More than 50,000 years by the Lemurians' reckoning of time. The calculations had already been made; it was simple to determine from the constellations how much time had elapsed.

In that long-ago era, the Lemurians had represented a threat that had to be taken seriously. Vermin that infested the universe with their monstrous reproductive frenzy. Exterminating them had not been successful. The fact that Ion Lissos existed proved it.

Now history would have a second chance.

This time we will defeat them! Lissos thought confidently. That was why he had been brought to life. Millions of others like him would follow over the course of the coming weeks and months.

"I am ready!" He clenched his fists and slammed them resoundingly against his body. "My life in battle against the Time Criminals."

 

"We are the first and our mission is to secure the Arsenal. We still do not know what is waiting for us, but we will find out."

Listening with only half an ear, Ion Lissos had proceeded to put on the battlesuit. Fastening it had been more difficult than he had expected. It had also crackled suspiciously when he slipped his arms into it. The millennia had not passed over the material without having their effect, though it proved to be still impervious to tearing.

"Not all have survived the awakening process. Their hearts did not develop sufficiently to sustain life or their minds had suffered. They were nothing more than empty shells."

"How many are we?" someone asked.

"Thirty-seven," Necc Magot replied, "out of a projected sixty First Warriors."

Lissos gave a start. The magnetic seam of his dark green battlesuit had only half-closed as he looked up. Thirty-seven, he thought in alarm. That means I am the last of the first group. But did that also mean his own existence had been threatened? The risk of not maturing properly was the same for everyone.

"The high loss rate is not typical and will not occur to this extent in the following groups of cultures," Magot said. "While we Old Ones endured the span of time in cold sleep, your cell cultures matured under extremely reduced biological functions. The receipt of the signal was only the initial trigger for the awakening process. The signal indicated that unmistakable signs of Lemurian activity have been detected."

Lissos made a gesture of affirmation. The production of smaller, faster, and above all more powerful combat spacecraft was running at top speed, and the regularly relayed signals were being received everywhere, in all the arsenals.

Lissos reached for one of the weapons that were lying ready. He chose a hand beamer as long as his chest arms and with variable functions. He was amused by the thought that Lemurians could lift this small weapon only with difficulty, having to use both hands. These creatures were weaklings. How they had been able to expand their Tamanium to encompass almost the entire Galaxy would probably always be a mystery to him. Perhaps their extremely high reproductive rate was responsible for it. In that respect they reminded him of the swarms of insects that appeared on countless planets and always left a barren landscape, stripped of everything edible, behind them.

Lissos weighed the weapon appraisingly in his hand.

"They are Time Criminals!" Magot exclaimed just then. "They are playing with forces that threaten the existence of us all, and they have no scruples ... "

The Old One had not finished the sentence when the alarm howled through the base.

Moments later, the image transmission stabilized. Everyone could see what was approaching Paggosh.

A spherical spacecraft. Hardly larger than their own small combat units. Even though the typical equatorial propulsion rim was lacking, the construction was of unmistakable Lemurian origin.

"The ship dropped out of hyperspace just moments ago."

Coincidence? Lissos wondered, and his fingers wrapped around the beamer's grip.

"That means the Lemurians know where we are," the Old One said. "But they have not known for very long or they would have attacked the arsenal before now. It is to be assumed that a larger fleet contingent will follow this small ship. We will take off immediately in two units."

Necc Magot then designated those who were to bring in the enemy ship. When he heard his name, Ion Lissos took off running towards the hangar.
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"Give me the gun!"

Perry Rhodan reached his hand out. He stood three steps in front of Levian Paronn, whose face was frozen in rage.

"Give it to me!" Rhodan repeated forcefully. It wasn't easy for him to size Paronn up. The Lemurian had shown that he was prepared to do anything. The shot he had fired at Boryk had been more than a warning—it was an expression of his desperation. Now there was no longer a time teleporter, no way back to Lemuria. He was trapped in this era, on Gorbas IV, this planet of the Beasts.

An intense fire blazed in Paronn's eyes. He had waited an eternity just to be able to make his way back. Back through space and time! He would take with him an effective weapon against the Beasts and the hope to put an end to their war of annihilation against the Lemurians before it had even begun. Now the time teleporter was destroyed and the path was blocked.

Levian Paronn felt cheated of his life's work.

"If another disaster happens now," said Perry Rhodan, "neither of us will ever be able to forgive ourselves. We can talk about this, Levian Paronn."

"No!"

More than fifty millennia separated the Lemurian from his home. Even so, Perry Rhodan wondered if that really could still be Paronn's world. For some considerable time the man had lived unnoticed among the Akonians—ever since he had left his star ark and flown with Icho Tolot to the Ichest System.

Levian Paronn's hand trembled slightly. But his finger was still resting dangerously close to the trigger of his weapon. Lord knew what an unpleasant feeling it was to be looking into the flickering mouth of the thermobeamer from such close proximity. Rhodan hoped that none of his companions would try to be a hero.

Hartich van Kuespert? The physicist stood somewhere behind him. But Rhodan didn't believe he would make a grab for the weapon.

Isaias Shimon? He and Solina, the Akonian woman, were taking care of the severely wounded Boryk.

That left only Hayden Norwell. The prospector was always reacting angrily to something, and Rhodan could easily believe he might lose his nerve.

Icho Tolot stood motionless more than thirty meters away, half bent over the paralyzed Beast whose heavy beamer he had rendered unusable. He was probably the only one who realized what an ill considered movement could lead to. Rhodan noticed that Paronn's eyes shifted uneasily to the Halutian.

Now Paronn's cheek bones protruded sharply. There was a twitch at the corner of his mouth. That was the first expression of rage and anger following his paralysis, perhaps even hatred, that could change at any moment into aggression.

"Please!" Rhodan repeated. "You are in a state of mind that isn't exactly ... "

"My state of mind doesn't concern you in the least, Rhodan!" Paronn exclaimed, breathing heavily, and not sounding very Akonian. "What would you do if someone had just killed your people?"

"No one did that—neither my people nor yours. So that question doesn't apply to either of us." Rhodan took a step forward.

Paronn gave him a sharp look. "Stay where you are, Terran!" He angrily spat out the words, his voice rising with each one. "You've been scheming and you're responsible for everything that happens now." All too obviously, almost in slow motion, he rested his index finger on the trigger. The standard spacesuit that Rhodan wore couldn't deflect the deadly energy. If Paronn fired now, it was all over.

"Levian!" Icho Tolot exclaimed in his booming voice. "Levian Paronn, is it no longer enough for you just to deceive your friends? Now do you want to kill them?" He could cross the distance of about thirty meters in two powerful leaps.

Tolot's call had no effect on the Lemurian. It was as though he hadn't heard it at all. At length Paronn's face twisted into a grimace.

"Stop right there, Rhodan!" he choked. "I don't have anything more to lose. Do you really think that your life or my own still means anything? The Beasts have returned and I could have stopped them."

"You can still do that," Rhodan said, softly but emphatically. "You will get your chance, Levian."

If Paronn had the opportunity to return to his own time and destroy the Beasts before they could establish themselves in the Galaxy, there would no longer be a Terran humanity. Nor any Arkonides, Antis, Aras, or Springers, either. There might still be Akonians, but even they would be merely a part of a larger people. The foundation of 50,000 years of familiar Galactic history would be wiped out at a stroke.

Perry Rhodan knew all that as well as anyone else. His thoughts culminated in the realization that he himself would cease to exist. Then he would be no more—never would have been and would never be. No soul, or whatever the conscious component of an intelligent being might be called, would survive his physical death because it never would have come into being in the first place.

Simply wiped out ... had never existed ... Just the thought of it was madness.

Paronn gave a start. Only now did he seem aware of the strain he was under. He took a step backwards, then another, keeping his beamer trained on Rhodan, as though he had to make the Terran responsible for all his misfortune. Then his eyes swept over the small group and up into the sky.

The sun burned down. At some considerable distance, clouds were gathering, assuming they really were clouds and not some new surprise, which would be only too typical for this planet. The two Akonian battlecruisers hung unchanged at an altitude of a few kilometers. They hovered far enough apart that they would not offer a simple target to suddenly appearing Beasts. Still, no shots had been fired for some time now; all the gun positions appeared to have been destroyed.

Suddenly, without warning, Paronn took off running. He headed towards the large cargo container and the still operating teleporter.

It would be best if we never saw you again! Rhodan was startled by his own thought. He couldn't condemn Levian Paronn so easily, not after all he had learned about the Lemurian. Paronn believed that he was doing what was best; he just wasn't considering what that meant for all the races in the Galaxy in the year 1327 NGE. It was not his time. Paronn continued to live in the past and Lemuria was important to him. Everything else was the future, one of a countless number of possible lines of development. He was not doing anything evil if he changed the course of history in a new direction. He didn't consider that the races of his future saw their time as the correct one and spoke of Lemuria, if at all, as only something in the dark and distant past.

From up in the sky, there was a distant roaring, as though from a rapidly approaching storm. Then there was a bright flash ...

... the engine emissions of the two Akonian battlecruisers, flying away at an enormous speed. Within two or three seconds, the blazing points of light disappeared like shooting stars fading away. Both starships had left the planet's atmosphere and were presumably accelerating at maximum velocity.

"He got away through the teleporter just like that!" Hayden Norwell shouted, not bothering to hold back his anger. "That lousy bastard!"

 

The container stood unchanged where the tractor-beam had set it down. The teleporter arch could still be plainly seen but the dematerialization field had been deactivated. This had been triggered either by an automatic system that had registered Levian Paronn's passage or from the receiving station as soon as the Maphan had reached his flagship.

"He ran away and left us on this hell-planet?" demanded Solina Tormas, the Akonian historian, in disbelief. "He can't really mean it!"

"But he can," Icho Tolot replied in his rumbling voice. "This is not the first time that Levian Paronn has done this. I should have known."

"He's underhanded," Norwell said. "And we were crazy enough to let him fool us. He thinks we're stupid! But he can't do this to me, I'm telling you! I won't let him fool me again."

Tolot gestured dismissively with two arms. "Levian Paronn is obsessed. Once he has something in his head, he will let nothing stop him. He wanted to return to Lemuria and has never intended to do anything else. That was his plan all along, and he has spent a great deal of time on it—and I mean real time. The centuries on board the star arks in dilation flight hardly count. I do not believe that he has ever sought refuge in cold sleep. He has always cared only about obtaining the anti-Beast weapon, by any means. That was hundreds of years ago. He doubtless carries the plans in some form on him."

"Then he's possibly intervened in Akonian history." Rhodan had expected something like this, but it was surprising to discover relatively precise dates. It was several hundred years ago in real time that Levian Paronn and Icho Tolot had left the star ark ACHATI UMA together, when it was still in dilation flight.

"No," Icho Tolot stated with conviction. "Paronn has definitely not intervened in history, because then he would have been able to alter a great deal. The risk that he could change the course of events with such actions and endanger his own plans would have seemed too great to him."

Rhodan nodded thoughtfully. "If that was the case, he must have a long and terrible stretch of time behind him. He was fixated on this day alone—and he probably never knew when it would actually come."

"Even if Hayden has a different opinion," Solina said, "we've foiled him completely."

"We have prevented Paronn from rewriting history, changing it so completely that none of us would even exist." The Halutian looked with two eyes at the young woman, who wore her copper-colored hair in a bulging knot behind her neck, and gave a rumbling laugh as he saw her bewildered expression. Then he turned to Norwell. "Paronn had a ghastly game with time in mind."

"Perverse," Norwell added.

"Would it really be so bad?" Hartich van Kuespert attempted a crooked grin, but didn't succeed. "I mean ... " It was only occasionally that he had to search for the right words, but this time he had problems. "I mean ... we wouldn't have been aware of it at all," he went on hastily. "We wouldn't exist, we never would have existed ... "

"On the contrary," Rhodan told him. "We would have always been present on this time track. Until today."

"Yes and no," Icho Tolot said.

"Oh, our Halutian is expressing himself with extreme scientific exactness." Van Kuespert risked a cynical grin, and this time pulled it off. "The theory of the uncertainty principle for time might possibly have been proven."

"That's utter nonsense!" Norwell shook his head. "How can any of you prove anything if you don't exist anymore? Maybe I don't understand a lot about this, but for me the thing that stood there not even ten minutes ago was something like a time bomb. Literally."

"That thing no longer exists," the Halutian rumbled. "Not in our time, anyway."

Isaias Shimon cried out in warning. Faster than expected, the sky had filled with heavy, dark clouds.

"Those aren't clouds," Rhodan pointed out. "I have a suspicion they're another one of this planet's lifeforms."

"We've been here too long already," Solina said.

His eyes narrowed, Norwell looked at her quizzically. Then he turned back towards the cloud masses and drew his beamer. "We can take care of that. Someone just has to reactivate the teleporter. The sooner we get out of here, the better."

Van Kuespert hurried to the container almost at a run. "There's only Akonian lettering on it! Nothing in Intercosmo. Our friends still seem to believe they have to isolate themselves."

"I always thought nothing was too difficult for a physicist." Sighting along the barrel, Norwell aimed his beamer at the clouds. The fog-like seething had now descended to less than 200 meters.

"Run to the container!" Rhodan called.

Van Kuespert busied himself with the first control settings.

Tolot had his heavy beamer, practically a small cannon from a human standpoint, in his hand. "Whatever it may be, it is radiating a great deal of heat." Tolot's infrared-sensitive eyes registered such temperature differences immediately. "We should not approach this phenomenon too closely."

"We?" Norwell looked up at Tolot with puzzlement. "It's coming towards us, not vice versa."

"We should retreat." Tolot stamped towards Shimon and Solina, who had alleviated Boryk's pain with several injections, and lifted the dwarf-like Lemurian clone with extreme care. Hardly anyone who didn't know the Halutian well would have expected the colossus to be incapable of such delicate sensitivity. Boryk whimpered softly.

That was the moment when van Kuespert realized that the teleporter could no longer be activated. "The controls are blocked. They've been set to allow only one connection—with Paronn's flagship. But the ship isn't sending a confirmation signal."

"It's turned off?" Norwell went pale. "They simply turned it off and left us behind? They're ... "

"Criminals," the Akonian woman said. "All Akonians are criminals, right?"

The prospector looked at her without saying anything. He pressed his lips together, then turned around again to observe the low-hanging cloud-like manifestation.

Moments later, a thin fog dropped down over the remains of the wrecked time teleporter. From the seething mass, tendrils extended in all directions, and wherever they touched the ground, it seemed to change into a thick, molten glaze. Metal fragments glowed and then melted.

"We won't be able to defend ourselves against that." Worry lines appeared on van Kuespert's forehead as he took stock of the fog growing thicker all around them. The sun still stood large and shining just a little below the zenith. The atmosphere was amazingly clear, almost as though it the first hint of the nearby supernova's radiation front sweeping away everything in its path. Gorbas IV would soon be incinerated by the blast from the neighboring star's explosion.

"It's time for our ships to arrive," Solina said. "Someone has to pick us up."

Isaias Shimon gave a start. "You don't think that ... "

The physicist looked at Solina inquiringly. "Paronn's battlecruisers versus the PALENQUE and the LAS-TOOR? If he wants revenge, nothing would be easier than to eliminate us that way."

"Jere tan Baloy won't abandon us," the historian replied. "He'll get us out of here. I'd stake my life on it."

"Be careful about making bets like that." Van Kuespert shook his head. "None of the Akonians know that Achab ta Mentec is actually Levian Paronn. And even if they did ... He has command authority that no one will dispute."

"I'm not getting any com contact with either the PALENQUE or the LAS-TOOR," Rhodan said. "My wristband unit is picking up increasingly powerful interference. The helmetcom probably doesn't reach far enough into space."

Shouting a shrill warning, Norwell suddenly lifted his beamer and fired into the air. Tolot fired as well. His heavy beamer discharged with a hiss, but the energy trail seemed to be greedily soaked up by the descending curtain of fog. It could be plainly seen that the manifestation thickened around the energy beams. Pseudopods formed and probed in the direction from which the rays had come.

"Cease fire!" Rhodan exclaimed.

Norwell reacted too late. Almost simultaneously, a hair-thin thread of fog shot towards him. A flickering glow flowed around his beamer. The prospector was knocked backwards by an invisible fist and fell. He had lost his grip on his beamer. Even before it touched the ground, the energy magazine reacted in a violent explosion. For several seconds, a form that was difficult to see clearly seemed to condense around it.

Observing the event from a distance of some twenty meters, Shimon thought he had seen a many-limbed something, a kind of tangle of many meter-length tentacles as thick as a finger. They had been in constant twitching motion—but it was no more than a momentary snapshot, burned into the retina for just a fraction of a second because the helmet filter had reacted with a slight delay to the sudden burst of light.

"We've got to get out of here!" Tolot abruptly pulled Shimon and Solina along with him for some distance. Rhodan and Norwell followed the Halutian. Only van Kuespert was slower. The physicist could hardly tear his eyes away from the sight of the container and the Akonian teleporter melting away in the fog like a wax sculpture under fire from a heavy beamer.

Solina reached out an arm and pointed to the paralyzed Beast. A streamer of fog crept towards the colossus. "We have to hel ... "

"Help the Beast?" Norwell demanded in disbelief. "That is a war machine, nothing else. It would show its gratitude by tearing you to shreds."

"Tolot wouldn't do that."

"My God." The prospector shook his head. "Are you an Akonian or do you belong to the Star Missions? As an historian, you should use a little of your knowledge."

"I know that the Halutians are descendants of the Beasts ... "

"And that there is a damned Beast. From the past. Get this through your head for once, Solina. That is not a plushie-doll Halutian."

Tolot roared with laughter. Without the volume regulators in their helmetcoms, all their eardrums would have burst. Even so, they grimaced in pain.

The first tentacles of fog had reached the Beast, and the metal clips and buckles on its battlesuit began to glow.

"This phenomenon is blocking communications almost completely," Rhodan said.

The fog billowed nearer. The impression that it was some kind of living being could no longer be denied.

"What's keeping our ships?"

"They won't be coming," Norwell declared. "And Boryk can't help us this time." He looked around searchingly. "I have damned little desire to die here. Perry, get us out! Our Space-Jet is somewhere over there." He stared in the direction in which the PALENQUE's auxiliary craft stood. Tolot had landed in the Space-Jet, but nothing of the discus could now be seen. The fog billowed so thickly over the remains of the time teleporter and the container that it was impenetrable.

"There's no way we can get through that fog," Perry told him.

Norwell stared angrily at him.

"We're getting out of here," Rhodan went on, "but by going down below."

"To the ... " Norwell looked back at the black-skinned colossus, now completely covered by the vapor. " ... Beasts?"

"From the frying pan into the fire," Tolot rumbled. "That's what the Terrans say, isn't it?"

They looked around one last time.

No spaceships.

Even the sun gradually faded away in the mist. This solar system would soon be destroyed in the radiation from the nearby supernova. And with it everything that could not escape.
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The end of the short ultralight jump was unspectacular. The shining starlight simply disappeared from a large area of the panorama holo as though someone had covered it with a black cloth. Remaining were interwoven dark veils, swelling like storm clouds. The outermost tendrils of the dark nebula reached almost to the GOLDEN GOOSE.

Here and there, the flash of a distant star shone through the billows of matter.

The density of matter in space had increased abruptly, but despite the ship's high momentum, it still didn't present a safety risk. The protective force field absorbed the flood of particles before the atoms of the hardened steel of the ship's hull could be worn down.

"What does the hypercom say?"

"Nothing new received. The frequency spectrum is dominated by the nebula's emissions and individual outbursts of gamma rays."

"We are probably dealing with a spacecraft," Janna Pagnell said hesitantly.

"Cavins?"

The hyperdetector shrugged. "If we are, then the ship is buried so deep inside the mass of the nebula that any signs of its energy emissions are being drowned out."

"I need a new com signal for a triangulation," Janna said. "If we sent one on the frequency in question ... "

"Denied!" The captain gestured dismissively. "Until we know what's there, we're not sending any signals! I have no intention of waking sleeping dogs. We just need a planet where we can land undisturbed and make repairs."

"I've got something!" Cavins announced. "The mass sensors just picked up a fairly large object!"

"Energy emissions?"

The man at the hyperdetection console shook his head. "Nothing."

"So it's a derelict, then? How large?"

"About two hundred kilometers." Cavins quickly manipulated the controls. Several times he rubbed the back of his neck with one hand. He was under a lot of strain. "It's a small planet, a world without a sun."

Soon the visual display showed a surface scarred by craters, crevices, and deep chasms. It was a surface that could have taken shape only over a span of millions of years. "It really is a dark planet," the captain said in surprise.

"And a stray," Cavins added. "This chunk of rock is moving counter to the direction of the galaxy's rotation. Not fast enough to be worth mentioning, but still at several meters a second."

Brouk stared at the increasing amount of hyperdetection data. He put his hands together and rested his chin on his thumbs.

Perhaps he had shown that he really did have a nose for these things. Vagabonds like this space object were not all that rare, although extremely difficult to detect. Some were half-incinerated planetary corpses that in a blast of heat had escaped the fiery death of a parent star as it went nova. Heat, pressure, and radiation had further modified the often already heavy elements in the core and transformed them into extremely valuable raw materials.

"Distance?"

"Eighty-seven million kilometers."

Just five light-minutes, then. The GOLDEN GOOSE was approaching the dark planet at 45,000 kilometers per second. That meant a period of half-an-hour in which he Brouk had to reach a decision. He nodded in satisfaction. He had taken on the position of captain to escape the treadmill, even though at the beginning it had seemed he had bitten off more than he could chew. Terra—Olympia, Olympia—Plephos, Plephos—Ertrus and Epsal and back to Terra—those had been the monotonous stations of his life that had long since lost any charm. Freight runs between the planets of the League of Free Terrans; he had wondered for years if there was anything else besides such jobs, which robots could do just as well.

Who am I to take work away from robots?

Brouk gave a start, tearing himself from his thoughts. He sensed that something had changed. Everyone else was looking at him, waiting for his orders. He had already hesitated too long.

Out of uncertainty? Whatever couldn't be fitted into the established pattern represented a threat to some degree. That was something he had learned as he went from being an inspector who checked power units for reliability, to a second officer, and then, just a year later, to captain of a freighter. He had already reached the top of his career ladder at the age of fifty, and unless he completely rearranged his life, he would not go any further.

"We will maintain our present velocity," he heard himself saying without having thought about it. That was routine. "Keep a close eye on energy detection and com signal readings. I want to know where that transmitter is located."

The minutes crept by slowly while the dark planet grew larger. After a quarter-of-an-hour, it filled the display in the panorama holo. Only a narrow crescent could be made out as a fissured rocky waste in the contrast of light and shadow. The dirty gray deposits in the lower regions were either snow or ice, or they indicated an atmosphere that had long since condensed and fallen.

The gravity was just about equal to one Terran standard unit, which was surprisingly high.

"If that isn't a sign of heavy element deposits ... " Brouk turned to the hyperdetector. "Can we tell yet if we've hit pay dirt?"

A fleeting grin crossed Cavins' face. "I'm asking myself that as well. The mass sensor shows indications of seam-like concentrations. They appear to run through half the planet at a depth of several hundred meters."

Not even forty million kilometers to go yet ...

No com message demanded that the GOLDEN GOOSE come to a halt and declared the territory taboo for Terrans.

Brouk suddenly lurched forward. There was an inset image, a red, pulsing circle over the dark planet's equatorial region ...

"Detection!" Cavins exclaimed. "We're picking up stray energy readings from a spacecraft engine!"

A second blinking circle appeared. Both lay in the area of an extended chain of craters.

"Energy readings distancing themselves from the surface! Two hundred kilometers per second and increasing!"

Launching spacecraft! The detection could mean nothing else. The captain bit back a curse. He had allowed himself to be tempted into believing the seeming lack of any presence by others. Now he had just been presented with the bill.

The glowing indicators increased their distance from each other. That meant the spacecraft were following different course vectors.

The mad hope that the GOLDEN GOOSE could remain undiscovered was destroyed by Cavins' next announcement. "Clearly an intercept maneuver. One ship is on an intercept course. Intercept in five minutes, assuming present acceleration rate is maintained. The other ship is approaching from the opposite direction."

"Have they identified themselves?"

"No com contact," Janna Pagnell replied.

Brouk nodded hesitantly. "Then we'll send our ID, at both normal light-speed and by hypercom."

"Will the two attack?"

"I don't know," the captain replied, "but who would fire on a virtually unarmed freighter, anyway?"

In fact, the GOLDEN GOOSE was equipped only with two thermocannons and a weak disintegrator. All three were intended for defense against asteroids, and the disintegrator for wide-range ground clearance. It was nothing that would impress an opponent.

"We're too well-armed to die, not enough to survive," one crewmember had declared just before takeoff, and had been privately reprimanded by Brouk for it. Strange, it was now just that sentence that echoed in his mind.

Make a run for it! hammered beneath his skull. We can escape into hyperspace with an evasive maneuver! If the engines hold up. But he hesitated because any deviation from their course seemed to him like an admission of guilt.

"Still no contact?"

"No reaction to our ID signal."

"They're spacespheres, too!" Cavins announced. "Neither one is any bigger than our ship. Possibly flattened polar areas."

"Akonians?"

We could have run across worse, Brouk thought. The Akonians were one of the oldest cultures in the Milky Way, although always somewhat stiff-necked and even arrogant as well. Despite several attempts, they had never really given up on their political philosophy, which was largely based on isolation. That in turn was due to the fact that the power in their society was based on a hidebound aristocracy . Akon felt superior to all other cultures to the point of snobbishness.

Brouk had never encountered an Akonian in person. His knowledge was drawn from various biased trivid reports. That the Akonians were among the founders of the Forum Raglund, which was allegedly a response to the increased influence of Arkon and Terra, hardly made them sympathetic to him. It had long been apparent that Arkon was expanding, but that wasn't the case with Terra.

Brouk would have bet anything that, as Terran Resident, Perry Rhodan would have rather given up territory than risk an armed conflict again. In the end, something like that would lead to a bitter and devastating war.

"Both ships activating paratron shields! Accelerating only with impulse drives, no metagrav emissions." Cavins had to repeat the announcement before the captain reacted to it.

"Not the technical standard ... ?" Brouk stared at the rapidly shrinking distance indicators. He had allowed the chance of escaping both spacecraft with an ultralight-speed maneuver to pass by.

"They're Halutians!"

The exclamation came from the engine control console, calling forth first surprise and then a relieved exhalation. Halutians built ships in that size range, with a flattening of the lower polar region.

"Janna, give me a regular radio connection on a directional beam!" Suddenly the captain suspected that the four-armed giants from Halute might have similar motives for keeping themselves under cover. They had no taste for provoking diplomatic complications.

To modify an ancient proverb to fit, the 100,000 Halutians currently in existence were very careful bulls in the galactic china shop.

A shimmering acoustic field formed in front of Brouk. He drew it closer to him with a light tapping of his fingers.

"I am Captain Delbert Brouk on board the Metastream Corporation freighter GOLDEN GOOSE. I greet our Halutian friends. We presumably have the same interests—we are ready to take a delegation on board."

He nodded in satisfaction as both spacespheres finally slowed down. Their course-matching maneuvers were unmistakable.

"No response," Janna Pagnell said.

"The largest ship's diameter is just about ninety-four meters," Cavins reported. "The construction is typical."

Finally the optical enlargement allowed the black hull color to be made out as well. The ships all but melted into the background of the dark nebula.

"Initiate braking maneuver! It looks as though the Halutians want to escort us to the dark planet."

The distance was now only two million kilometers. Both spacecraft were decelerating at maximum.

Seconds later came a deafening roar and the shrill screeching of bursting steel only partially muffled by the sound insulation. The piercing cry from the hyperdetection console was almost entirely lost in the sudden outburst of noise.

"Five-dimensional impact fronts!"

The whining of the absorbers was overwhelmed by a second roaring only a single terrified heartbeat later. The ship seemed to rear up while the stars whirled in the holos and went out.

There was a sickening bursting and cracking that no one had ever heard before, like the splintering of a living creature's bones. And suddenly that seemed to be the truth. The ship was alive. It screamed. It bellowed its pain and the agony of its broken body. It tried in vain to escape from the invisible forces that tore open its molecularly compressed steel as if it was paper and crumpled it. Deck girders and ribs in the outer hull shattered in succession.

After that—silence.

Voices could again be heard from somewhere. Brouk didn't understand what they were saying. The noise echoed in his skull like the reverberations of a bell that had been struck. Darkness reigned in the control center, broken here and there only by the flickering emergency lighting.

The number of warning lights were beyond counting. In the midst of the chaos, only their redness seemed to exist. It grinned mockingly at him.

"Damage report!" The demand emerged from the captain's lips as a hoarse croak.

The sudden silence frightened him more than the attack that had just taken place. How long had it already lasted? Just seconds or minutes by now? Whatever the case, the Halutians had ceased fire. Just their first salvo must have smashed through the weak defensive shield, slamming into the ship's hull with unbelievable violence and tearing it open. Everything had happened so horribly fast ...

Staggering, Brouk got back on his feet, which didn't seem to want to support him very well. He noticed that thick smoke billowed from the air circulation vents.

Someone pressed a spacesuit into his hands. It was Lacross. The Second Pilot had reached the locker before him; his face glistened with sweat but grim determination blazed in his eyes.

With flying fingers, Brouk donned the thin, foil-like suit. As he pulled the folded helmet from out of the neck rim, he paused and called out: "Janna, do we have com contact yet?"

The com operator shook her head mutely.

"But our automatic distress call ... "

A new rumbling reminded the captain that there were more important things to focus on. He no longer felt up to the situation. Whatever he had learned seemed to have been wiped away now. There were doubtless only a few sections left in which the security doors had slid shut and held in the air. There was just vacuum everywhere else.

"We've got to reach the escape capsules!" Brouk was surprised that he had his voice more or less back under control. "Do we have damage readings?"

"Total failure of the shaft sensors," Cavins said tonelessly. "We'll have to open everything by hand ... "

"Then what are we waiting for?" Brouk wondered what had become of the other crew members. The attack had been too much of a surprise and most of them had been in their quarters.

A roaring came from somewhere, accompanied by deep vibrations. The blasts of explosions followed. There were several detonations that merged into a single thundering roar.

The com operator swung herself into the escape shaft. Cavins followed her.

Brouk whirled around and raced to the main door. No matter what happened, he couldn't leave the wreck without having made sure.

"Get out of here!" he shouted over the helmetcom. "I'm taking care of the others."

Within a fraction of a second, the artificial gravity collapsed. His own momentum threw the captain forward. He struck a console, tried in vain to right himself but only succeeded in losing his orientation.

Then he activated the unit on his back, and its gravopack restored his weight to him.

The next explosion ... Brouk had almost reached the main door when the side wall burst open. A steel plate whirled towards him, but he didn't even have time to cry out.

The hurtling sheet of metal missed him by a hair.
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"Everything in order?" Levian Paronn asked, his voice hard, almost before he had left the teleporter field on board the cruiser UMBERIA. With a nuance of even more curtness, he added, "Shut off the teleporter! At once!"

The First Officer looked at his superior in confusion but did as he was asked. The flickering energy field of the small teleporter arch in the control center faded out.

"The Beasts seem to be biding their time," Jehan Hattusk reported. "No new enemy contact at the moment."

The Maphan nodded in satisfaction. "What about the League of Free Terrans' prospector ship and the LAS-TOOR?"

"Unchanged—both ships remain in holding patterns at the edge of the system."

"Com contact?"

"None, Maphan. Not even with the LAS-TOOR. I think ... " A wave of the commander's hand brought the Ma-Techten to silence.

"Put me through to Maphan Jere tan Baloy!"

Levian Paronn used the brief period of time until the holo formed to glance searchingly across the panorama display. A grim smile played at the corners of his mouth. The fireball of the supernova that had long since swallowed its own planets stood like a blazing beacon in the center of the hyperdetection image.

The transmission from the LAS-TOOR stabilized. Silently, Paronn regarded his opposite number from head to foot. Even for an Akonian, Jere tan Baloy was tall, and measured several centimeters more than Paronn himself. He gave the impression of being in excellent condition and his body held hardly a gram of fat. He allowed Paronn to scrutinize him without showing any reaction.

"We are proceeding back to Drorah together!" Paronn finally said.

"We?" Not a single muscle twitched in Jere tan Baloy's face.

"The LAS-TOOR will join the UMBERIA."

"And the PALENQUE ... ?"

"The LFT ship doesn't interest me. I am demanding that its commander leave Akonian territory within the next standard hour. If he does not ... "

"The commander of the PALENQUE is a woman."

Paronn ignored the correction. "When the allotted time expires, I will order our ships to fire on the prospector vessel. We shall see whether the Terrans are as stubborn as their reputation would have it."

Jere tan Baloy's mouth curved slightly into a complacent smile. "I regret to inform you that the LAS-TOOR will not leave its position at present."

"Don't force me to take action against an Akonian ship, Jere."

"I beg your pardon, Maphan, but the LAS-TOOR is not subject to military authority. It may be difficult for you to accept that, but ... "

"It is. One of our solar systems has been occupied by aggressors. Never mind whether by Halutians or Beasts. Under these circumstances, I am authorized as the commander of a squadron of battleships in the glorious Seventh Fleet to invoke the Emergency Powers Act. I can do this immediately and without any consultation with the Ruling Council. I hereby declare this to be the case. Effective immediately, the LAS-TOOR is under my command. I will regard any opposition as mutiny and endangerment of internal security. The LAS-TOOR will be provided at once with course data for the return flight of our ships to Drorah."

"No," Jere tan Baloy said, unmoved.

"You are defying me? I will ... "

Paronn went silent as Jere tan Baloy spread his arms in an attention-demanding gesture. It was so appropriate for the man who didn't even consider it necessary to wear a commander's uniform. With his far too casual clothing, he bore some resemblance to the undisciplined mob on board the Terran ship.

"Of course, you know the regulations as well as I do, Maphan Achab ta Mentec." With each word, tan Baloy's voice became lower and more penetrating, as though it gave him the greatest pleasure. "A member of the LAS-TOOR's crew is on the planet, which is doubtless occupied by Beasts. Where the attackers came from is of secondary importance in this regard. The critical issue is that there is no com contact with my crew member."

"All those who landed on Gorbas IV in violation of regulations are likely dead by now."

"Is there proof of that?"

Paronn laughed humorlessly. "The loss of all our installations on Gorbas IV ... three battleships destroyed by Beast spacecraft, along with the defensive positions and Beast craft that we destroyed ... further proof is hardly necessary."

Jere tan Baloy nodded thoughtfully. Most striking was an expression in his eyes that Paronn could not explain.

"Two battle cruisers," the commander of the LAS-TOOR said, "should be able to pick up the personnel stranded on the planet."

"Exposure to incalculable risks on behalf of a handful of Terrans who are no longer alive anyway seems irresponsible."

"A member of the LAS-TOOR's crew is also on Gorbas IV."

"I assume that Solina Tormas accompanied the Terrans voluntarily." Paronn laughed triumphantly when tan Baloy didn't reply. "If you are so anxious to lend assistance to the Terran upstarts, you are doubtless familiar with some of their peculiar expressions. I believe there's one about never betting more than you can afford to lose. The historian bet her life—and lost. She is responsible for her own fate."

"Then you know nothing of the group's location?"

Paronn's hesitation was barely perceptible. "No. But I am ordering you ... "

"I find that strange. Even disturbing." Jere tan Baloy smiled, but it appeared chilly. "I can easily imagine that it would be of extreme interest to the members of the Ruling Council as to why there was a teleporter connection between an enemy-occupied planet and the UMBERIA. And how it happens that you also know which of my crew landed on Gorbas IV even though your ships only arrived later. The evaluation of the telemetry data unfortunately does not indicate whether one or more persons were picked up by the teleporter."

Paronn froze. Without moving, he stared at the three-dimensional image as though he could gain control over the commander of the LAS-TOOR that way. "Have it your way," he finally said. "The Beasts are enemies that must be taken seriously, and a ship like the LAS-TOOR has little with which to oppose them. I fear that we will not see each other again, Maphan." With an unconscious movement of his hand, he cut off the com connection. He took a deep breath and held it for a long time before releasing it in a rattling exhalation. He had pressed his lips tightly together and they were now two bloodless lines. Then he buried his face in his hands.

He stood like that for several minutes. Eventually, he became aware that it had grown quieter in the UMBERIA's control center until finally no sound could be heard at all. Most of the officers were confused. They had no idea what was motivating him.

Paronn shook himself. When he at last looked up, his eyes were reddened. In that moment, he seemed like a man who had completely lost his orientation. He massaged his jaw with both hands. Finally he straightened up with a noticeable jerk. "We're pulling out! There is no longer any reason to remain in the Gorbas System."

"Set course for Drorah?" asked the First Officer. "We must inform the Ruling Council about the Beasts." He took a deep breath. "It's ... I simply can't believe it. But neither can anyone else on board. Beasts!" He spat out the word like a curse. "Where did they come from? What do they want? We've lost three ships because they attacked so unexpectedly. If we had been warned ... "

Paronn hesitated only for a moment. "We are warned now! Therefore we are going on a patrol mission in the direction of the West Side."

"Set our course towards the sector in which the first star arks were found?"

Paronn avoided the question. "I expect utmost precision in com and hyperdetection monitoring! I want to be informed immediately of anything unusual."

"Should we track down more arks?"

"No, we don't need to. I'm expecting indications of more widespread Beast activity. They aren't just in the Gorbas System."

That fell like a bombshell.

"Where do the Beasts come from?"

"Presumably from the past," Paronn said gravely. "From the time when our ancestors fought for survival with their last strength. These bloodthirsty monsters don't know the meaning of the word mercy and make no distinction between civilians and soldiers. Anyone who gets in their way is slaughtered. It's as if Hell opened up and spewed out these four-armed murder machines. They are the most terrible menace that our Galaxy has ever had to face."

Ta Mentec had always been known on the UMBERIA as a calm and rationally acting commander. But now he had worked himself up into a rage that was strange to everyone.

"It sounds as though you've already fought against these Beasts personally," the First Officer said.

"I've always been interested in the history of the Great Tamanium. Everyone who descends more or less directly from the Lemurians should be, too. But who cares these days about their own roots? Terrans and Arkonides dismiss it as unimportant. Only we Akonians have still preserved the old pride ... "

"The Great War was an eternity ago," one of the officers protested. "I can't imagine that what happened then still has any relevance today."

"An eternity?" Paronn replied. "The war has caught up with us! It is the present once more!"

 

"Something's happening," Omer Driscol said complacently, pretending that he didn't care in the slightest. He sprawled in the contour seat as though it was much too small for him, although even at a full two meters in height he was by no means outside the Terran norm. With one hand he operated the holographic keyboard above his console.

"Omer Driscol!" exclaimed an irritated voice. It was hard to tell from hearing it whether it was that of a man or a woman. "I expect a halfway proper report. Even you should have understood that at some point."

"Of course, Ma'am!"

The PALENQUE's hyperdetection specialist still had no intention of abandoning his contorted posture. He raised only his head and bent his upper body forward as though he could get a better view for himself that way.

"First somebody's shooting around Number Four—I mean our people and the Beast spacecraft that we had on the screen—then the Akonians are fighting a heavy battle, but definitely not with our people ... "

"I'm aware of this!" the commander snapped. "The report, Omer!"

Driscol scratched his neck leisurely. His stoic calm was well known on board the prospecting ship, and it had frequently provoked anger.

"I don't think it's right for us to be hanging around out here while the rest of our crew ... well, yeah, at least Rhodan and the Halutian are with them ... "

"Granted." Sharita Coho, the commander of the PALENQUE, abruptly stood and crossed to the hyperdetector's position. Shorter than Driscol by at least a head, she was now at least on the same level with him. Her legs apart, her arms crossed, she stared at him. A heavy multibeamer dangled at the hip of her combat suit.

"If it hadn't been for the unexpected appearance of the Akonians, I would have intervened. If you are of the opinion that Rhodan gave me an order to hold back ... "

Omer Driscol supported himself on the armrests and sat up rigidly straight.

Sharita had to bend her head back a little. " ... then you are mistaken. For me, even the great Perry Rhodan is just a temporary crew member who ... "

" ... has caused some commotion," Driscol interrupted. "Still, we can't leave his group without any support."

"I've been thinking about that. You will have to admit that the Akonians' battleships are more heavily armed than we are. Even so, they have lost three units over Gorbas IV. Whatever's lurking on that planet, it's very powerful."

"Apparently. Incidentally, our aristocratic friends have been accelerating for three minutes now. Looks like the run-up to a metagrav maneuver. Setting course for 'Let's Get out of Here!' If you ask me, they're making a run for it."

Sharita narrowed her eyes, which made her already protruding cheekbones even sharper. Her face looked as though it had been chiseled out of marble. "Are you certain?"

"Are you doubting that I can read hyperdetection data? Sharita, I don't have to work on this tub. With my abilities, the LFT would be glad to take me."

"Why don't you go?"

Driscol answered with a broad grin. "I've grown fond of the PALENQUE and its commander."

"That's your version. Mine is that even on the smallest fleet unit, you would finally have to learn proper behavior, respect for officers ... "

One of the corners of the hyperdetection specialist's mouth curled upwards.

" ... how to sit in front of the controls ... "

He nodded in resignation.

" ... and in general ... "

"The two cruisers have just transitioned into ultralight flight!" Driscol reported with unusual haste, happy to be able to interrupt the commander's rebuke this way. "Course vector unchanged. They really are hightailing it."

"And?"

Driscol raised his shoulders and slowly let them sink. "What do you mean, 'and'? I don't understand."

"Gorbas IV."

The hyperdetection specialist was, for the moment, attentiveness personified. While he never allowed himself to be truly rushed, his manipulation of the controls was precise, without a single superfluous hand movement.

"Everything is quiet on Four," he summarized. "Even on the other planets there are no signs of irregularities. We can pick up the lost children."

In contrast to her usual custom, Sharita touched Driscol's arm in recognition. "I don't know what we'd do without you, Omer." After saying it, she turned away, leaving behind a hyperdetection specialist whose mouth was hanging open in surprise.

"What is it, Alemaheyu? Do we have com contact with our group?"

The Terran with the dark complexion, who had just been moving his lips in time with an inaudible melody, shook his head. "No contact. Since no distress call has come in, everything is showing green. On the other hand ... "

Sharita looked at him questioningly.

Alemaheyu Kossa moved his upper body rhythmically. It could be seen from his pensive gaze into the distance that his thoughts were occupied with Eniva ta Drorar. In the first days of their flight together, he had been at the side of the aristocratic Akonian as a minder. Strictly speaking, conflict had been inevitable: the two represented fundamentally different worlds. But then he had shown Eniva how he played air guitar with syntronic support and it had pleased her. Perhaps he had even pleased her a little bit himself. Kossa smiled with relish at the thought.

"On the other hand, our guard dogs are gone now. The ships couldn't have been anything else—units of Admiral Mechtan tan Taklir's Seventh Fleet. They seemed to shadow us constantly. But as Omer already said, if we approach Gorbas IV more closely ... "

"Does everyone suddenly feel obligated to tell me how I should command the ship?" Sharita raised her voice. "I find myself yearning for the days when we had the Akonian exchange hostages on board. Then there was still a hint of good behavior. Now everyone seems to have regressed. Fine, I'll play that game too, but in my own way." Sharita had clenched both fists and struck them against each other to make her point.

Kossa grinned broadly. He was gangly, thin almost to scrawniness, shorter than even Sharita, but with a mop of curly hair that gained back a few centimeters. He snapped his fingers rhythmically. "Our friends just called!"

"Hayden, Hartich, and the others?"

"Maphan Jere tan Baloy, commander of the LAS-TOOR."

"What are you waiting for?"

"I'll put him on." Kossa bared his radiantly shining white teeth.

"They are gone and out of range," the Akonian began.

"We've just noticed that ourselves." Sharita nodded. "Do you know what the two teleporter pulses were about? Our chief hyperdetector clearly identified the UMBERIA as one of the two origin points."

Hardly anyone noticed that Driscol raised an eyebrow in surprise at the title he had been give and then leaned back in satisfaction. When dealing with Akonians, it certainly didn't hurt to have this or that slightly elevated title ready. Even if it had turned out that on the LAS-TOOR they still put their pants on one leg at a time.

"The opposite station is on Gorbas IV," he murmured loudly enough that Sharita could hear him. "I have the exact surface coordinates here."

Sharita turned abruptly to the hyperdetection station. "Why am I only learning that now?"

"Nobody wanted to head for the planet before this."

"I heard that." Jere tan Baloy cleared his throat. "How much longer should we wait?"

Sharita could have mentioned several reasons, from the fact that the PALENQUE was anything but a warship to the determination that Icho Tolot's small spacecraft must have landed on Gorbas IV. The Halutian couldn't have gone any distance hidden in the planet's detection shadow since he wouldn't have escaped detection by the PALENQUE and LAS-TOOR. The two spacecraft had quickly positioned themselves at enough of a distance from each other to reduce the scanning dead zone to a minimum.

"If the risk for the PALENQUE seems too great ... "

"Nonsense! My prospectors have never backed down from taking a risk. I suggest that the LAS-TOOR give us cover while we go into a geosynchronous orbit over the indicated coordinates. Unfortunately, the PALENQUE isn't fitted with a virtual imager that we could use to divert any attacks, but somehow we'll manage."

The PALENQUE set out.
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"They take us for Halutians!" Vel Utan laughed, then abruptly broke off. His manipulation arms crashed down on the armrests while his chest arms drummed on his battlesuit. "We are Halutians!" he bellowed. "It is good to know that the planet still exists."

"Have you not wondered what manner of creatures live on Halute?" interjected Onk Pellew, the third officer on board the small spacecraft that had been sent to intercept the Lemurians.

"Why?"

"Because there are indications that the Lemurians and the Halutians may have become friends," Lissos said.

Utan bared his predator's teeth and let out a roar that came from deep within his converter stomach. He would have intimidated anyone else who heard it. "Then these Halutians are traitors and must also receive the punishment they deserve! No one collaborates with time criminals like the Lemurians."

"We are now within maximum range of our weapons," Pellew announced.

"Do not fire yet! Targeting accuracy is still not precise enough at this distance."

"And even if it is not ... they are only Lemurians."

"Our task is to take prisoners to the arsenal! The Old Ones wish to find out how Lemurians have changed."

"They could hardly have reached our level." Utan's statement sounded like a curse.

"Then I wonder why their com message sounded as though they expected to encounter trusted comrades."

"The translation is faulty," Pellew asserted. "After all, their language only has a few things in common with the Lemurian recorded in our data banks."

"I am ruling out a translation error," Utan told him. "That would be illogical because they could have fled. If their ship has sufficient acceleration capacity, it would have been possible for them to escape. I also believe that much more has changed than we suspect."

"Fifty thousand years is a long time," Lissos agreed.

"For Lemurians—not for us. They age so insanely fast. But that is undoubtedly also the reason for their extreme reproduction rate."

"Then the Galaxy is now full of them," Utan concluded. "And they have also spread out over Karahol, the Second Island."

"The Lemurians' Tamaniums developed very quickly." Increasingly more knowledge about the past awoke within Lissos. Each of them had been supplied with that information. "They were able to resist us for decades until the development of the paratron shields and interval cannons led to their destruction."

"That is wrong!" Utan said. "They could never have disappeared completely. If they had, it would not have been necessary to create us." He slammed his fist into Lissos' chest. "Why are you staring at me like that?"

Lissos didn't reply. He had been concentrating on his overbrain's evaluations, which showed that there was much that they still did not know. The defeated Lemurians had managed to become a significant factor once again, and apparently they had made the Halutians their allies. What had happened? "We are attacking now!" he ordered. "But the Lemurian ship must not be totally destroyed."

Two Interval cannons fired.

The effect of the direct hits could be clearly seen. The focused five-dimensional impact fields punched through the opposing defense shield and smashed the lower half of the spherical ship.

The Lemurians seemed to have been taken completely by surprise. They didn't make any effort to defend themselves.

"No distress signal," Pellew announced in disbelief. "That will make it easier for us to spare at least some of them."

Lissos wondered how long this state of affairs would continue. Hopefully until the unlimited fighting power of all the arsenals became available. Because, if his fears turned out to be justified, the battle would not only be against the Lemurian descendants, but also against Halutians.

 

The thought of taking the wreck to Paggosh faded away as the debris was hurled into space by a violent explosion. The atomic fire that was spreading throughout the lower half of the ship was plain to see. The livid white blaze swiftly devoured everything in its path.

Two small craft launched from the wreckage of the ship. Judging by their small size, they were escape capsules with just enough room for one or two Lemurians.

"We've picked up the capsules on hyperdetection and are now capturing them with the tractor beams," announced a voice from Lissos' helmetcom.

The terse report came from the second spacecraft. Lissos glanced around but couldn't make out the rescue capsules without optical aid.

Moments later, he struck the wreck almost without braking. A few steps away from him, Vel Utan also crashed against the hull. The atomic fire was out of their view, beyond the curving steel horizon, but even so they didn't have much time. The blaze was possibly leaping from deck to deck inside the ship even faster than they feared.

They broke through the hull with several shots from their portable interval beamers. The air streaming out showed that there were still sections which remained pressurized. White frost congealed on the outer hull.

Lissos stormed onwards. With unrestrained force, he smashed through doors and walls, and several times noticed explosive decompressions. But he hardly paid any attention to them. If any Lemurians had found shelter in sealed cabins without the protection of spacesuits, he had no way of taking them away from the ship.

Utan had struck out in a different direction. He reported that he had reached one of presumably several hangars housing escape capsules, but only two were missing.

Moments later, Lissos came across the first corpse. The man floated in the middle of a cloud of blood below the ceiling of a corridor. His helmet had been pulled down halfway over his head but he hadn't been able to close it.

Lissos ran in the direction of the control center. The weightlessness on board the wreck didn't hinder him; his battlesuit's microgravitator generated the accustomed amount of gravity. The control room had always been in the center of Lemurian ships and Lissos acted on the assumption that nothing had changed in that respect.

In a fast run, he broke through two walls—and saw the stranger. The Lemurian was no more than twenty paces away. Lissos could clearly see how the man's eyes went wide, staring at him. He seemed to be shouting something, but even if his words were carried outside of his helmet, they were inaudible in the vacuum.

Lissos regarded the man. He seemed extremely delicate and didn't even reach his chest arms. For the space of a moment, Lissos attempted to take in everything at once. After all, the man was the first living Lemurian he had seen. He wondered if his mental image matched the reality. To some extent, this being seemed to him even more vulnerable than he had gathered from the war reports from the distant past. He was surprised that these two-armed creatures could have resisted for so long. Not only that, they had survived to the present.

Uncertainly, the Lemurian took a step towards him. The man again said something, then gestured upwards with one hand.

He couldn't wait any longer. Lissos threw his arms to the side, one fist crashing against the wall, bending the steel plating outwards and tearing it open. At the same time, the Lemurian gave a start. His hand slid down to his hip and raised a thermobeamer.

Lissos threw himself forward as the energy beam struck him and lit up his head. Roaring, he stormed after the Lemurian, who had turned and fled. With two, three long steps on four limbs, he had reached the man and yanked him next to his body with a scooping motion of his arm. The Lemurian's weapon span away.

Lissos raced onwards. He heard a warning over his helmetcom: Pellew reported rapidly climbing energy readings. Moments later, there was an explosion, probably the last energy storage bank. The wreck shook. Then a seething mass of flame shot towards him.

Lissos leaped. Carried only by the force of his ankles, he hurtled upwards and smashed through the ceiling, holding all four arms protectively over the Lemurian. Then the flames caught up and blazed over him.

"Get out of the ship!" Utan shouted. "It won't last much longer!"

Lissos couldn't tell if his prisoner had been injured. He still held the slender body pressed against him, and he loosened his embrace only after he had left the ship with one last leap.

Much too slowly, he put distance between himself and the wildly flickering ball of flame. In the meantime, the atom fire had taken hold on the outer hull and was devouring it. Several points of concentrated flame showed that the deformed globe would soon break up.

At last Lissos realized that a powerful tractor beam had seized him. Before long, he was set down in the airlock of his ship.

With one hand he pushed the Lemurian away from him. The man still lived; his suit had held. He stared at Lissos with wide eyes. Unmoving. Able to do nothing more than look at him.
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Perry Rhodan noticed the determined expression on Hayden Norwell's face as he looked in the direction of where he suspected the Space-Jet to be.

"Of course, it's one damned thick soup," the prospector snorted. "But we can't lose the Jet. It's worth a small fortune."

"How much is your life worth?" Solina Tormas asked.

Norwell waved the question off. "Ask the ones who got us into this, not me. You're asking the wrong guy."

Rhodan manipulated the controls on his multifunction-wristband. While the holographic readout formed above his left wrist, the projection was anything but stable. "The interference is still intense. Scanning shows another entrance into the base, over there by the rocks. We might be able to make it."

Solina cried out. She had activated the her spacesuit's weak personal defense field. At the same time, the fog suddenly formed two tendril-like extensions that shot towards her. Contact with her defensive shield did nothing to deter the manifestations in the slightest. Instead, the shield showed signs of instability. Streaks formed as though energy was being absorbed at several points—too much energy. Within seconds, the defense field broke up in a virtual shower of sparks.

The fog billows condensed just as quickly. They thickened into forms that seemed barely as wide as a hand and only a few centimeters thick, but they were surrounded by energy discharges that continued to drain their substance.

"Overeating," van Kuespert said. "Whatever it is, it sucked up the energy too fast."

"I'm telling you, we've got to reach the Jet!" Norwell insisted. "If we don't get out of here fast ... "

"Run towards the rocks!" Rhodan urged.

"Are you aware of what awaits us down below?"

Rhodan looked up at Tolot. "I can see what's in front of us up here. That's enough for me."

"In the midst of such danger you will die, my children," the Halutian rumbled. "Seeking refuge in a Beast base of all places ... Only one person can be so mad. Shimon, please take Boryk!"

"My foster parents were members of a wise race," Shimon declared. "They always found a way, even where it seemed utterly impossible."

"They were spiders!" Norwell exclaimed in disgust. "And it rubbed off on you!"

For a moment, Tolot appeared on the verge of breaking into his much dreaded laughter, but instead he activated his paratron shield. "I shall clear the path for you!"

Billows of fog leaped towards him, within seconds engulfing him almost completely. They seemed to absorb the energy of his paratron field even more greedily than they had Solina's simpler defense shield. The first flickering cracks appeared.

"They're overloading his shield," van Kuespert warned as he ran alongside Rhodan towards the rocks.

"Do you think the fog is intelligent?"

"No. Guided by instinct, maybe, or by a certain mindless attraction."

The Halutian had come to a stop. Black cracks flowed around him and the fog enveloped him even more thickly. "Now run!"

Norwell was the first to reach the rocks. Carrying Boryk, Shimon followed him closely, then came Solina Tormas. Rhodan and van Kuespert brought up the rear.

It was undoubtedly here that the Beast Tolot had had come to the surface. A dark opening gaped in the cliff face, and beyond it a ramp led down into the unknown depths. Rhodan's multifunction-wristband detected the weak energy flow in the wall. Within a few seconds he was able to locate the contact plate that controlled the opening and closing of the entrance door.

Tolot came storming up, bursting out of the condensing billows of fog like a shadow. At the same time, two balls of flame flared up above him. They expanded to a diameter of several meters before they faded away just as quickly.

"Out of the way!" With the force of a flying tank, the Halutian raced past, went down half a turn of the spiral ramp, and crashed into the opposite wall. Rhodan had already activated the contact plate. With a low rumble, the hatch-door, camouflaged to look like the stone cliff face, closed before any of the fog could penetrate. Tolot's thermogrenades had diverted them long enough to give him the lead he needed.

"It got him!" someone exclaimed.

Tolot's impact had left clear traces in the bare rock. He lay on the ramp among the rocky, debris, his hands dug deeply into the floor in the effort to break his fall. The grooves dug by his fingers were just as plainly visible behind him.

Never before had Rhodan heard the Halutian moan in pain, but the clipped noises that Tolot made could hardly be anything else. He doubled up his body, and several minutes went by in breathless anticipation before he finally rose unsteadily back to his feet.

A gray discoloration was noticeable under his space helmet. Rhodan saw it only for a fraction of a second, however. Then Tolot had completely stood up and Rhodan was once again on a level with the giant's chest arms. The back of his hand, which wasn't covered by his battlesuit, also showed the same discoloration even more plainly than his head.

Swelling blisters, Rhodan realized. Considering the force that was required to injure a Halutian, it was now only too clear how dangerous the fog was.

" ... something like energy beings," van Kuespert murmured, as though he could read Rhodan's thoughts. "Perverted like all the other life on this planet. I wonder how the Akonian crystal prospectors were able to hold out here."

"Haven't we determined that life cycles on Gorbas IV are evolving insanely fast?" Solina asked.

"At the least there's been a definite acceleration of biological processes," Shimon said, "and with it a rapid succession of generations."

"Is that natural or do the Beasts have something to do with it?"

"I don't know," the exobiologist admitted.

"Assuming that the Beasts are responsible for it," Norwell persisted, "why?"

"Deliberate stimulation of mutations within the shortest possible amount of time," Shimon speculated. "Perhaps the Beasts' intention is to ... "

"Don't say it!" Tolot rumbled.

Shimon shook his head. "I can't be quiet. Not if they're trying to develop super-warriors."

Norwell laughed shrilly, almost hysterically, then broke off just as abruptly. "Aren't they giant fighting machines already?"

Solina had been looking downwards along the ramp. Up here, her spotlights lit up the darkness, but no illumination reached into the depths. When she lifted her head again, she looked at Rhodan questioningly. "What is that fog outside, really? A mutated organism? Then it should die and decompose in a very short time ... "

" ... and days might go by before a new population evolves," van Kuespert added. "So we could wait here until the way to the Space-Jet is open."

"And then?" Rhodan asked.

"We get out of here as fast we can," the physicist replied.

"I won't stop anyone from leaving Gorbas IV if they feel that's the right thing to do."

"But?" van Kuespert asked, confused.

"Rhodanos wishes to go below." With two arms, Tolot pointed down the ramp. "He is seeking a confrontation with the Beasts."

"We can only stand up to a threat if we know what it is," the Terran said.

"You had the intention of entering the base from the beginning, Rhodanos?"

Rhodan nodded. "From the moment the Beasts first opposed us. Of course, I'll go alone or only with volunteers ... "

"I knew it. You would not be yourself, my friend, if you did not say that. But it is so dangerous that even a man like you can die."

"Tolotos, do you intend to accompany me?"

"Could it be otherwise?"

Rhodan laughed out loud in relief. "I must admit that I expected exactly that from you."

Meanwhile, Solina Tormas's eyes were glowing. Fascination showed on her face as she looked back and forth between Tolot and Rhodan. "Who has ever had the opportunity to study the Beasts' behavior?" she asked as though talking to herself. "This chance will never come again and we are standing in the midst of events that write history. Perry ... " Her gray-green eyes seized on the Terran. "I'm with you."

Norwell gulped in fright. "My dear, what these two have in mind isn't exactly chasing butterflies, and it definitely isn't for people who don't like weapons. Come to the Jet with the rest of us!"

"I am an historian," the Akonian replied sharply. "Historians do not concern themselves with butterflies."

"But they're so ... " Norwell tried to think of the right word. "Unworldly," he finally said.

"Perry?" Solina pursed her lips, as though she wanted to throw her arms around his neck in the next moment. "Even if I don't like to acknowledge it, I see myself as the representative of Akon."

"We don't know what's waiting for us."

"I am thoroughly aware of the danger."

"So am I," van Kuespert said. "But if we don't investigate this threat, when will it be investigated?"

"Are Beasts really being grown in the base for a new war against all the human races in the Galaxy?" Shimon asked. "Possibly genetically altered?" He didn't wait for an answer. "Then I'm with you. No one can expect an exobiologist to pass up something like this."

"Fine with me," van Kuespert said. "Then our friend Hayden can take Boryk to the Space-Jet and treat him there ... "

"The medications have already been effective," Shimon said. "Boryk is already much quieter. The shock seems to have passed."

"Would it be responsible if we took him with us?" Rhodan asked.

The exobiologist looked up for a moment. "If I only knew. It depends on what this thing does." With one hand he reached under the half-opened neck of Boryk's much too large spacesuit and pulled out a metallic, egg-shaped object.

"The dwarf's carrying a Cell Activator!" Solina exclaimed in surprise. "How did you know ... ?"

"I just noticed the Activator a short while ago." Van Kuespert glanced at Rhodan. "Perry, what do you think?"

"I know," the Terran replied. "Boryk brought the Cell Activator with him from his ark. He would have been dead a long time ago without it. We'll worry about that later."

"It would not only be responsible for us to take him with us," Tolot said, "but we must! The fog will kill anyone who attempts to reach the Space-Jet. And to remain behind up here ... ?"

"Forwards or back!" the prospector said. "Is there really any other alternative?"

Rhodan bent down on one knee next to the Lemurian clone that Shimon had laid out on the floor. The dwarf's leg stump was completely crusted over. Still, Boryk seemed to be increasingly lost in his own world. After a lifetime on the generation ship NEANN OCIS, the new civilization had crashed down on him like a devastating tidal wave. The Terran felt he could sense that Boryk was being crushed between his curiosity, the inevitable panic, and desperation that his old values and experience no longer counted for anything. The little man had resisted, but now he had resigned himself.

"Do you feel pain?" Rhodan asked.

Boryk twisted his face into a grimace that was possibly intended to be a smile. "Soon I will return to the Garden of Everwas and the Silver Mountain ... " He closed his eyes, but the hectic movement of his pupils still showed under the lids. In the next moment, he laughed, gasped, and cried out: "I'll help you! The call ... yes, yes, I hear it ... I ... "

No one reacted. Van Kuespert looked at the closed door as though there was something interesting to be found there. Solina had half-buried her face in her hands, and Norwell even smiled, which was completely at odds with his nature.

"He's controlling them," Tolot said with astonishing softness. He was actually whispering, as though he was afraid of frightening the men and the Akonian woman.

"That's obvious enough," Rhodan replied. "Boryk is mobilizing his last reserves."

It was incredibly difficult for the dwarf to move on the ramp due to his injury. Tolot extended his eyes a few centimeters and moved them searchingly, as though he had to find the right vantage point that would tell him what the little man was trying to do.

The Lemurian clone dragged himself forward—until he struck an obstacle that hadn't been there a moment before. With one hand he tried to push the Halutian's leg aside.

He cried out as Rhodan took hold of him under the armpits and lifted him up.

"Let me go! Please, giant ... I have to go to them!"

"To whom?"

Boryk didn't pay any attention to the question. "Soon they will awaken. They are Keepers, I can sense it. So many of them are waiting ... "

"Beasts!" Tolot said lowly.

Rhodan held the kicking dwarf out at arm's length. Boryk tried vainly to control him as well.

"I'm sorry," the Terran said. "But in these circumstances ... "

"I want to see them!" the Lemurian clone gasped. "I sense their nearness ... "

"Can you sense Tolot, too?" Rhodan had to repeat the question before the little man understood what he was asking. Boryk then seemed to calm down a little.

"Not the same way," the dwarf replied. "I can sense him, yes. He is also a Keeper, but different."

"Because they are asleep," Tolot suggested.

Boryk didn't answer but instead tried to escape from Rhodan's hold once more.

"They haven't been born yet?" the Terran asked. "Is that why you can sense them so clearly?"

"Yes. Maybe. I want to go to them."

"We will go to them," Rhodan said. "But under one condition: you will release our friends at once and never try to control any of us again! Are we agreed?"

Boryk nodded vigorously but said nothing.

"I'll carry you for a while," Rhodan said in a tone that didn't allow for any objections.

"That little monster ... " Norwell's angry outburst showed that Boryk had withdrawn his mental influence.

Rhodan stopped the prospector with a hand gesture that was impossible to misinterpret. "We're going down," he said. "Unless you'd like to wait up here instead?"

"For what? For one of you to come back from the Beast base?"

"Beasts are waiting for us down below, make no mistake," Tolot said. "And it does not matter whether they are born or not. They are and remain Beasts."

"Keepers," Boryk sobbed. "I sense that they are Keepers. Just like you, great giant."

Rhodan nodded mutely. Boryk was familiar with the statue of the Keeper on board the NEANN OCIS. For him, all six-limbed, black-skinned giants were Keepers. This concept was deeply rooted in his subconscious and it was a part of how he saw the world. He simply couldn't think any other way.
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The stars were silent.

Their light was cold and merciless. They had endured for billions of years, and they had seen how the mutual attraction of cosmic matter had formed planets. At first those worlds had been dead, hostile to life, baking under the scorching glow of their suns and seared by cosmic rays.

But chemical processes over long periods of time had changed these wastelands and eventually allowed the first organisms to arise. Single cells that grouped together and performed specialized tasks. Life had taken shape in so many different forms that most of it would remain undiscovered and unknown for all time.

The stars said nothing about it. They were not interested if a portion of the life they had called forth intervened in the course of evolution and set about to change time and history.

They were dangerous experiments ...

Nothing, absolutely nothing, justified such criminal activity. Whoever affected time disturbed the cosmos. Whoever changed it nullified the firmly established order and perverted the universe.

Who were these creatures, who called themselves Okefenokees or Lemurians or whatever, that they dared to play with Creation? They were running the risk that in less than the tick of a second, nothing would be the same as it had been.

These thoughts didn't just make Ion Lissos shudder. They made him go cold inside.

A threatening rumble forced its way from his jaws. According to the calculations that had just been made based on prominent star patterns, about 55,000 Lemurian years had passed since the Lemurians' first time experiments. In that distant past, the First Guardians of Time had reacted and sent 300 million warriors into this galaxy to save what they could. The war against the Lemurians had been a righteous war, a battle beyond belief that had consumed vast quantities of resources on both sides.

Now, finally, Lissos was convinced, and his overbrain didn't contradict him, the outcome would be decided.

Time experiments were more devastating than any weapons system conceived by intelligent brains. Because they killed silently and effectively, and could erase any civilization more easily than crushing a worm under a boot heel ... Such a sharp knife, striking at just the right moment, could wipe out galaxy-spanning empires, and then they never would have existed.

"Hideous!" Lissos extruded his forehead eye and regarded the holographic depiction of space near where the arsenal that had just appeared. He still allowed himself a moment for contemplation. It was difficult for him to come to grips with the thought that individual races played with life that way without any qualms. They preferred to die rather than give up their criminal activity. Even after decades of the bloody war, slight time distortions in various Tamaniums had been detected. He had learnt this from the stored data that each newly awakened Righteous One could access.

What motives had led the Lemurians to this?

Arrogance?

Stupidity?

A thirst for blood?

Or simply striving for power? Lissos didn't know and, when he really thought about it, the answer was unimportant as well. Elimination of this threat was the one and only thing that mattered. The First Guardians of Time had acted correctly by sending in their forces.

Highlighted in color, the image display showed an area of streaks and changing densities of matter, only slowly fading away. Both were clear indications that documented the end of the Lemurian ship and showed the way to Paggosh. Just his ordinary brain registered these impressions; the overbrain was still occupied with the concept of the First Guardians of Time. At length, Lissos accepted the fact that he possessed no further knowledge of his own roots. His race had always had the mission of punishing time criminals; there had been a campaign against the Okefenokees, as well.

Then Necc Magot called over the com. "I no longer believe that this small ship was the vanguard of an attacking fleet," the Old One stated frankly. "The Lemurians have not availed themselves of the opportunity for a quick and deadly strike." Then he added in his rumbling voice, "The confirmation signal of another arsenal has been received."

"Have there been indications of any reactivation failures ... ?"

"You need not concern yourself with that. Your tasks are to oversee the breeding program and analyze contemporary Lemurians. Above all, we must determine whether time experiments have been resumed. The Lemurians must not be allowed any opportunity to manipulate the past."

That meant an attack in the near future, as soon as a sufficient level of tactical strength had been reached. It would also be necessary to occupy the most important planets, possibly even destroying them. Under no circumstances must the Lemurians be allowed an opportunity for action that could endanger the existence of the Righteous Ones of Time.

Lissos shook himself. It was a ghastly thought—never to have lived, even though his life up to now was hardly more than a day. To be created and then ... nothing. Annihilated more quickly than he had been born because others wished it so. Beings who did not know what life meant and how it felt. They followed only their unrestrained drive for knowledge, and it didn't matter to them what they destroyed along the way.

They were horrible. Lissos couldn't think of any other word, but it said everything about the Lemurian criminals.

Unsatisfied in his ponderings, he switched off the exterior view and turned his attention to monitoring the extensive breeding halls and the hangars. He saw signs of progress but no life as yet. The complex of shafts and tunnels cut into the rock, mostly connecting natural hollow spaces, seemed deserted. It was as though time had stopped.

The display was dominated by thousands of massive tank systems in which new life was maturing. Within the largely unchanged natural surroundings, they seemed like alien bodies. Swollen bubbles on the naked rock, connected to each other by tubes through which nutrient fluids circulated.

For something like an eternity, nothing here had changed. There were no robots functioning as overseers, not even large computer systems that would have intervened to direct the various development processes. In order to avoid telltale emissions, nature had been left to itself. The new generation of Righteous Ones matured in the tanks in much the same was as they would by natural means within the body of a parent. They were hermaphroditic and could bring about the development of a child by conscious control of their bodily functions. During the war against the Lemurians, only a very few Righteous Ones had attempted to reproduce. Therefore, it was said, their number had quickly shrunk. But the Lemurians, too, could not even come close to making up for their own losses.

Lissos was anxious to find out the size of the enemy's population now. It was undoubtedly many times what it had been before.

Had they suppressed all the other races in their galaxy? Perhaps even wiped them out by manipulating time itself?

"Why?" Lissos bellowed the question, his fists crashing down on the control console. There was a gap in his information, and he didn't like it.

As early as the twelfth year of the war, the planet Zeut in the Lemurian system had been destroyed. The results of that action must still be visible today as a large ring of debris. At the time though, Lemur and the other inner planets had been enveloped in a cloud of dust that led to a rapid drop in their average temperatures. Still, it had only been evident in the fifth decade, with the eighth great offensive, that the Lemurians would be defeated in the increasingly more savage battles. In the seventy-first year, the large teleporter system on Lemur from which the Lemurians could directly reach the Multi-Star Teleporter in the center of the galaxy had been destroyed. Finally, after ninety-seven years of relentless battles and enormous losses on both sides, the Great Tamanium of the Lemurians had been shattered.

The way had then been open for the Righteous Ones to cleanse the criminals from one planet after. It was a mission that would have certainly taken thousands of years while the continued bitter resistance of scattered Lemurian forces was to be expected. In the end though, it could have resulted only in ultimate triumph.

Then why the arsenals against a new Lemurian threat?

Had someone in the past failed? Was treason at work? Or—Lissos hardly dared take the thought to its conclusion—had the Lemurians committed a time crime to erase their defeat from history?

Only with difficulty was he able to master himself because everything within him was urging him to storm forth and beat the truth out of the prisoners. They would talk. Physical pain brought everyone to speak the truth sooner or later. The Lemurians would even be happy when he listened to them, because in spite of everything else, these creatures were mental weaklings.

Sixty nutrient tanks stood open, a small fraction of the actual number. They had automatically cleaned themselves; the nutrient fluid and remains of the cell growth had been vacuumed away. In just a few days, new Righteous Ones would be growing in them, this time under his supervision.

All of the monitoring sensors showed optimal readings.

The arsenal still seemed deserted. Encountering thirty-six Righteous Ones and three Old Ones in the gigantic halls bordered on pure chance. They were concerning themselves with the spacecraft, the production of which was running at top speed. Now that the risk of stray energy emissions was no longer a factor, the war machinery was awake and carrying out its programming. In the end, 70,000 spacecraft would stand ready for the decisive battle against the Lemurians: miniature space faring fortresses with at most three-member crews and bristling with weapons.

Under Lissos's manipulation of the console controls, the image display shifted from one view to another. Endless production facilities could be seen, along with enormous storage rooms for supplies and materials. The black spacecraft had endured through time in many different stages of completion, but now they were being finished. Soon, the assembly lines would have the capacity for putting fifty of these ships into service each day. Lissos hoped that the situation in other arsenals looked as good.

Some of the new spacecraft would take off immediately and journey to old familiar coordinates. There were many possible destinations, planets that had been settled at the same time as Halute, but also a great many former Lemurian planets. Perhaps even the Lemurian system itself, Lissos thought. But that was a decision for the Old Ones to make. A flight to Lemur could hardly be kept secret, even with the greatest of circumspection.

One thing was certain: as soon as the current political situation in the galaxy had been sufficiently ascertained, they would strike the first blow with everything they had.

Ion Lissos fervently looked forward to that moment.
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A dirty greenish brown world. That was how Gorbas IV appeared. Oceans and continents were about equally divided, with a thick cloud layer over the equator in particular.

On board the prospector ship, the air was thick with tense anticipation.

"Distance still five light-minutes."

Sharita Coho gave a fleeting glance to the screen showing the surrounding space. The LAS-TOOR was following on a parallel course at a distance of just twenty million kilometers.

"Energy detection?"

"If you want to hear me say that we've picked up Beast ships taking off in mass launches, I'll have to disappoint you," Omer Driscol replied.

"A simple 'no' would have been sufficient," Sharita chided him.

The PALENQUE paused. The coordinates for where the teleporter signal had originated lay just ahead of the terminator. For Sharita, this position had to be identical with the location of Rhodan's group; she ignored any and all arguments against the idea. In at most two hours, a brief twilight would fall on that region and quickly turn into night.

"Still no indications of the Akonian mining station."

"Com?"

Alemaheyu Kossa shook his head. "Mainly interference. It seems like the entire planet has been affected by it."

"So it's a natural phenomenon?"

"Not necessarily."

"What kind of hypercrystals were being mined?"

Driscol shrugged. "A rare, highly valuable, five-dimensionally radiant crystal. That corresponds to the radiation level in the five-dimensional range."

"We are crossing the two light-minute boundary," announced First Officer Pearl Laneaux. In her dual function as pilot she had taken control of the ship.

"Transmit on the usual frequencies to call Rhodan, Tolot, and the others."

"I'm picking up weak energy emissions that are probably the result of Beast activity," Driscol reported.

"Spacecraft or ground forts?"

"Neither. Nor are we within the enemy's detection range. The disturbances probably stem from machinery in operation underground."

"That could just as well be Akonian mining robots."

"Also possible. We lack the relevant information."

"Which our friends in the LAS-TOOR most likely lack as well."

"Has anyone ever considered that the Beasts couldn't have come out of nowhere?" Harriet Hewes put in. She'd had the PALENQUE's weapon systems on standby for some time now. "I think Omer has picked up their base."

"A base that stretches out over a huge area, and so gives the impression of being a network of veins of rich ore deposits?" the hyperdetector asked in irritation.

No one answered him because just then Pearl announced that they had reached the "critical distance." The Akonians' battlecruisers had been attacked at that distance from Gorbas IV, and so had Tolot's HALUTE.

A compressed com message came from the LAS-TOOR. "We won't be hard to find if things get unpleasant for you."

"Nice," Sharita commented, "only civilians could put it that way."

"It's the thought that counts, not the words," Harriet replied. "I'm going to active fire readiness. Transform cannon loaded and ready to beam! MVH cannons set to paralysis and thermal modes."

No one said anything. Only a few people were in the PALENQUE's control center, but no one seemed to feel quite at ease. Alemaheyu covertly wiped the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve, then ran his hand under his shirt collar. He glanced at the outlet of the air circulation system as though it was the cause of the heaviness hanging in the air.

"Distance still 300,000 kilometers."

"Still no com contact? That can't be. What about conventional frequencies? Helmetcoms, multifunction wristbands, something has to work."

"Nothing," Alemaheyu said. "It's like the ground has swallowed our people up."

"Get a visual of the area in question! Maximum magnification!"

The image depicted by the panorama display abruptly changed. A rock-strewn plain became visible. In the distance, a winding stream shimmered in the light.

A circular area could be vaguely made out. Not very long before, a force field had sealed off that particular spot. And most notably, the terrain was radiating an unusual amount of heat.

"No cause can be determined for it, so it must be a natural phenomenon. However, he ground scanner is showing two significant mass concentrations, along with multiple layering. But the one doesn't have anything to do with the other. And ... " Driscol suddenly broke off and checked his data.

"What is it?" Sharita pressed when the pause became unbearably long.

"I just wanted to be certain first," Driscol finally replied. "There's a Space-Jet down there."

"You mean—our Jet?"

"It looks like it. It doesn't seem to be damaged."

"What about Tolot's HALUTE?"

Driscol just shook his head, which said more than words.

Harriet Hewes gave a deep sigh. "We've gone into unknown territory often enough, and nothing the least bit outside the norm ever happened. But since we've had Rhodan on board, we've been stuck in the middle of more chaos than we can even grasp yet."

"Perry seems to attract trouble by magic," Sharita agreed. "We're landing."

The attack that everyone feared still didn't come. For some minutes, the spacesphere hovered motionless high above Gorbas IV. It then slowly entered the atmosphere, drawn by the planet's gravity in an unpowered descent.

"Maybe we should make a few more orbits ... "

"We're going down there," Sharita insisted. "If our people need help, we can't spend any more time doing nothing."

"They aren't there!" Alemaheyu declared in a tone of utter conviction. In return he got a look of rebuke from Sharita. "I mean ... we would have picked up some signs of life if they were."

Sharita turned to the image of the Maphan of the LAS-TOOR. "It's getting serious. I can't shake the feeling that we're flying into a trap."

"Then turn around!" Jere tan Baloy urged.

"I can't do that. Our people are down there. And your historian. And Rhodan."

The Akonian didn't reply.

Meanwhile, the PALENQUE had reached an altitude of just thirty kilometers.

"Touchdown in two and a half minutes!"

"There's a steady wind blowing at twenty kilometers per hour in the landing area."

"Is that all?" Sharita asked.

"The Space-Jet seems to be deserted."

The otherwise extremely tight-fisted owners of the PALENQUE had only recently made the Jet available. To put it more precisely, it had appeared completely unexpectedly in the hangar, and Alemaheyu had almost bashed his head in against its hull.

The PALENQUE finally landed. Pearl Laneaux chose not to extend the ten short hydraulic legs. She set the 200-meter spacesphere down with the impact field and antigrav. They were two kilometers away from the circular area, which was now no longer recognizable as such. A light snow blew.

"Harriett, maintain fire readiness! Pearl, stand by to take off at any moment. You have the command as of now."

"But ... "

"I'm going outside to take a look around." Sharita switched the intercom to all speakers throughout the ship. "Teodoro and Crest Julian, you will accompany me outside the ship. I'll meet you immediately at the lower polar hatch. Closed suits, standard equipment. Commander out."

Outside waited a barren, inhospitable world.

 

"I don't like it here at all," Teodoro Franty declared almost as soon as they had left the shadow of the PALENQUE. The sun stood just above the horizon and shone with a cold, glistening light in the sky.

"We'll see about the Space-Jet first," Sharita ordered. "Then we'll go from there."

"The circle originated from a paratron shield that was in operation here," Driscol reported unexpectedly. "I just got the data readings showing it a few moments ago."

"Why would anyone protect some rocks with a paratron shield?"

"Not the rocks," the hyperdetection specialist replied. "And not necessarily an entrance into the subterranean area, either. There is something in front of you, directly on the way to the Space-Jet, that I might term high tech."

"Then why don't you?"

Driscol's gasping for air could be plainly heard. "Because the machinery has been destroyed."

"The Space-Jet has two MVH-cannons, thermobeamers, and disintegrators," Sharita said thoughtfully.

"No, I don't think a ship's guns were fired. If they had, a lot less would be left. I think it was a very powerful portable weapon."

"Do you suspect Icho Tolot?"

Driscol hesitated briefly. "Yes, most likely. The damage profile corresponds to the Halutian's heavy multibeamer."

"We'll take a look at it from close up."

In the meantime, the prospectors had moved several dozen meters away from Sharita, looking carefully around them as they went.

It began to rain.

"Cloudless," Franty murmured after a fleeting glance at the sky. "This will stop soon."

Two thick blobs splashed against his helmet visor, leaving behind murkily green-shimmering trails as they dripped away. The prospector tried to clean the helmet with his glove but the liquid proved to be sticky and tough.Sharita had half expected to make a major discovery, but when they reached the position Driscol had designated, they saw nothing unusual. The ground showed signs of atomic disintegration in some places, and pieces of debris were scattered around.

"Two circular pedestals can still be seen," Catchpole reported. "Neither measuring more than two and a half meters in diameter."

Sharita bent down on one knee next to the fragments. In the near distance, she fleetingly noticed a wisp of fog hanging over the ground, but it quickly dispersed. She held up a fist-sized piece that seemed like glass yet glistened in a variety of colors as light played on it. Within it was embedded a web of hair-fine filaments. The object, probably originally cylindrical, had been split along its length and part of it was missing entirely. The ends of the web filaments protruding from the broken area seemed like molecular channels.

"It's a kind of pulse distributor," offered Catchpole, who had also been looking at the object with interest. "A highly sensitive component shielded against stray radiation."

"The outer form and the thickness of the insulation layer are certainly unusual, but that doesn't tell us much on its own," Sharita said. "Used in connection with five-dimensionally radiant crystals. Do you agree, Crest?"

"Components of a sensitive hypercom transmitter. Rectifiers or transformers for the control system of an ultralight converter ... Or it could be something in the control and five-D guidance system for a teleporter."

"Bingo," Driscol announced. "Don't forget that we detected two instances of teleportation between the Akonian battlecruiser and the planet."

"And confirmed by the LAS-TOOR," Sharita said. "But why would Tolot destroy a Lemurian teleporter, of all things? Unless ... " She leaped to her feet and walked over to the point between the two pedestals.

"What is it?" Driscol asked.

Sharita watched several thick, heavy drops as they splashed on the ground. Apparently it was now raining heavily and the rain was driving away the last wisps of fog.

"There's a distance of somewhat more than three and a half meters between them," she determined. She looked over the remains of the pedestals and then upwards. The sky had now turned a peculiar gray-green. The raindrops left streaky trails on her helmet.

"Activate shields, low level."

"That is definitely just water, mixed with plant-related particles, probably spores," Teodoro Franty announced after a quick analysis with the fist-sized compact laboratory that was a part of every prospector's standard equipment. "No acid or anything like that."

Sharita nodded. "The pedestal covering bulges slightly outwards. By all appearances, both structures were funnel-shaped and several meters high. That means that between them would have been ... Crest, what do you think?"

Crest Julian Catchpole traced the shape in the air with his hands. "A gateway arch," he said. "So it was a teleporter."

"At least an unusual type. And surprisingly tall. I wonder if our people were taken on board the Akonian ship."

"Not all of them by any means."

"Right. If Tolot destroyed the machinery, he must have remained behind."

"Why didn't he leave afterwards in the Space-Jet?"

"That's the wrong question," Sharita replied. "I think something else happened here." She looked around. It was raining even more heavily and the downpour limited the view. Sharita could only vaguely see the Space-Jet some distance away. "Assuming that's really our craft."

"It's been clearly identified now," Driscol reported.

Teodoro Franty was already working over the other side of the destroyed teleporter. He had picked up several fragments but tossed them aside without further consideration as he slowly moved away. Sharita gave him only a brief glance.

"The Space-Jet represents a considerable value," Catchpole said. "The people of GEMC will be happy to get ... it ... back ... undamaged." He stretched out the last words to an unusual degree and seemed to be only gradually realizing what that really meant. "Man," he said, chewing on his lower lip, "we're used to looking for the rarest elements and hypercrystals, along with signs of their presence backwards and forwards and in our sleep, but what's been going on in the meantime is a bit ... "

" ... unusual?" Franty suggested.

"If we put two and two together, that'll give us a relatively definite picture." Sharita was now also searching for usable clues that would confirm the Akonian origin of the teleporter. After all, more than was the case for all the other civilizations of the Galaxy, the economic power of Drorah was based on applied use of teleportation technology. In large things as well as small.

Finally she stood up straight again and turned a bundle of chips, drenched with rain and now unusable, between her fingers.

"It's like with this here. By chance we stumble on two decaying generation ships that set out from Lemuria about 55,000 years ago. On the second star ark there's a wrecked black spacecraft that to all appearances is a Halutian ship. Then a Halutian hijacks our Space-Jet and runs off with it."

"Not just a Halutian, but Icho Tolot. Rhodan seems to be quite certain of that." Teodoro Franty picked up the reasoning. "To be honest, I considered it absolute nonsense at the beginning." From the dismissive way he gestured with his hand in front of his space helmet, the word "nonsense" wasn't even close to what he really thought of Rhodan's suspicion. "And besides, Tolot arrived pretty fast in his Halute after Rhodan called him over the com."

"And who can be in two places at once—at least without emptying several bottles of Verguzz one after the other?" Catchpole grinned challengingly.

"Tolot managed it somehow," Sharita said. "We know from the recordings that a Lemurian named Levian Paronn oversaw the exodus of hundreds of thousands of Lemurians in the star arks in response to a mysterious threat. He could have been speaking only of the Beasts, although they were still unknown in the Galaxy at that time. And we know that he left his home world himself on the ACHATI UMA, which was boarded and commandeered by the Akonians. In addition, we have Boryk, the Lemurian clone, who was able to get hold of Paronn's diary recordings."

"While nearly being murdered in the process," Catchpole added cynically. "Tell me again that the Akonians are a peaceful people."

"Intelligence agencies and politicians." Sharita gestured dismissively. "It doesn't matter what race that bunch belongs to. You can throw them all into a pot and when you pull one out, it'll always be the same kind."

A resounding laugh came from the PALENQUE, until Sharita demanded silence.

"Here's some debris that was melted by extreme heat," Franty announced.

"There are signs of it on the teleporter columns, too." Catchpole turned back to Sharita. "So this Paronn actually made it from Lemuria into our time. But now we have the Beasts at our throats, too. It's really high time we found out what he put into his diary."

"Apparently nothing about the Beasts. In any case, not a whole lot could be reconstructed."

Catchpole had stepped into one of the puddles that had formed in low-lying areas of the ground. He swore as the green mass rose up his boot. "What the hell is this crap? Now we're going to need decontamination. Sharita, all of us are interested in what was in Paronn's diary, but this isn't really the best time."

"You're right—this is definitely not the best time," Sharita replied. "As soon as we get to the Space-Jet ... " "Sharita! Crest!" The exclamation came from Franty. He had moved some 200 meters away from the others while they were talking. They saw him brandishing his beamer. "There's a Halutian lying here. Tolot. I think he's dead!"
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The UMBERIA and its sister ship, the LEMMAK, came out of the second ultralight jump more than 10,000 light-years from the Gorbas system. While the region in which the two ships materialized was still a part of the galactic center, it was at the fringe of the most densely concentrated area of stars.

Even so, the stars were much closer together than in the spiral arms. Multicolored nebulae and clouds of gas and dust dominated the picture.

Vistas like this were deeply engraved in Levian Paronn's memory. They gave him a feeling of security—exactly what he had so painfully missed for a small eternity on the west side of the Galaxy. In the loneliness where the stars were several light-years apart from each other, the sun Apsu and its planets—he still thought of the home system as it was when Zeut was the fifth planet—might as well have been set out on a silver platter for the attacking Beasts. That Lemur had managed to hold out during the Great War for nearly a century seemed to him in retrospect like a miracle. It was a fortunate happenstance, since with the destruction of the planet Zeut as early as the twelfth year of the war, it had looked as though the home system could no longer be held.

Drorah, 45,000 light-years away in the stellar mass, had never suffered such an intense attack by the Beasts. The chief planet of the eighty-seventh Tamanium had never even experienced an evacuation. But Paronn only knew that now. At the time, such knowledge would have cast a great deal in a different light for him, and made things seem much less complicated.

Why hadn't he asked Tolot about it? He couldn't say. Perhaps there hadn't been any time for it because of the events that were occurring, or it simply hadn't interested him. Regardless, there had been more important things for him, namely the hope that had suddenly flared up within him. The hope of being able to beat back the enemy before it destroyed the interstellar empire of the Lemurians, the Great Tamanium.

"Maphan!" As though from a great distance, the voice of the First Officer penetrated his consciousness. Paronn came out of his thoughts with a start and blinked in confusion. He only gradually became aware of Jehan Hattusk.

A hint of concern showed in the Ma-Techten's expression. "You seem ... different, Maphan. Almost ill. Should I call a medobot?"

"Nonsense." He waved the idea aside a shade too forcefully. "It's nothing, just ... " Paronn broke off in consternation. What had he wanted to say? That he was afraid that the Beasts had followed him, Levian Paronn? Him or the arks? That they had been able to build hypercom transmitters into his generation ships? They hadn't killed the Lemurians on board, hadn't wiped out their hated enemies, as might have been expected of them. Instead they had made them their tools and used them in order to prevent a revival of the Lemurians' strength. It had been his intention to remove the men, women, and children on board from the Beasts' reach because finding the ships in the depths of space was as improbable as successfully finding a specific grain of sand on the shore of an ocean. The Beasts had done it just as Icho Tolot had also done it: by calculating the course vector from the vidrecordings of each ship as it set out. So they had perverted his life's work, by using the star arks as decoys. The hypercom transmitters they had installed in them had reported the contact with Lemurian descendants and awakened the Beast's arsenals. The war went on. It was probably now only a matter of days before the four-armed giants struck with full fury.

"Maphan, there is nothing of any apparent interest here. We are drifting aimlessly through space."

Paronn nodded slowly. "That is good." He stood up.

For the space of a moment, he felt a weakness that he had never known before rise within him. Everything around him began to waver. He reached out for a secure support but then had himself back under control. Dozens of pairs of eyes seemed to be trained on him, to bore through him. How he felt, however, was no one else's business, especially not the crew of the UMBERIA.

They would not understand me because they have no idea. Because they could not even grasp what it is like to fear for your life day after day. They have no conception of the war in which one inhabited world after another was incinerated in a firestorm.

Billions of dead. Men, women, and children ...

Every hypercom reports from Fleet Command bringing even more terrible news ...

Paronn clamped his teeth together until his jawbones cracked. He strode stiffly over to the map tank.

For a moment, he thought he was sinking into endless space. The impression of standing over a void was that intense. His hands gripped the edges of the map tank as he bent over still further. His gaze was lost in the glittering sea of stars.

Somewhere out there, once more unreachably distant in time for him, lay Lemuria. His home. The world whose destruction he must not allow.

"Lemuria—you must live!" He could not say if the sentence was spoken only in his thoughts or if he actually pronounced it aloud. "You must not die! Never!" Like a piercing scream it echoed within him.

Paronn hung on grimly. To the edge of the holotank as well as to his memory, his vows and hopes. Still, he felt as though he was falling ...

... falling into an endlessness that greedily embraced him, as though it wanted to never let him go.

The shadows of his memory surrounded him and their muffled sounds, an uncanny roaring, seemed like the heartbeat of time.

The roaring grew louder. Deafening.

Salvo fire!

The thundering ate its way mercilessly into his subconscious. Paronn gave a start, listened for several seconds while holding his breath and his heart hammered against his ribs, then he leaped to his feet in a flash. He thought he could hear the howling of sirens in the far distance, but when he concentrated, there was silence once more. It seemed to him as though time had held its breath, a fleeting moment within the chaos that inexorably pulled the Galaxy into the maelstrom of destruction and annihilation.

Now Levian Paronn yearned to hold on to this one moment, conserving it forever like the calm eye within a raging hurricane. He stepped to the window and looked out over the city in which he had found a new refuge a few weeks before.

Scattered lights shone from windows. The streets and plazas of the metropolis lay in the darkness of night and buried under the shadows of the tall buildings. Paronn saw a single glider take off and disappear with growing speed on the other side of the elevated tubeway.

One after another, the last lights went out. It was strange, but human beings seemed to feel more secure when they could huddle in the darkness. They ignored what everyone well knew: that modern weapons could efficiently kill at any time and over huge distances.

The sky was lightly overhung with clouds, and sheet lightning flashed on the horizon. Paronn pressed his forehead against the window glass. The pain was cool and cleared his mind; he finally realized that he had only dreamed the impacts from heavy ships' cannons and the howling of the sirens. Another dream, like so many in the last few weeks since he had escaped the Beast attack on the main planet of the fourteenth Tamanium. Streams of refugee ships had spread out in all directions in space. Like the contents of a ripe, bursting seedpod, he thought. Only now it's clear that these seeds will never sprout anywhere. There aren't any places left to grow now. And even if they did, the first shoots would be trampled and uprooted ...

The pale gleam of the stars over the city spread a deceptive peace. Nonetheless, Paronn looked out at the distant points of light, closed his eyes after a while, and attempted to breathe calmly and evenly again.

The tenseness faded away from him. He knew that the war against the Beasts, this terrible, merciless murder, was by no means lost. The Tamaniums were mobilizing their last strength, although more and more Lemurians were fleeing to the neighboring galaxy through the Multi-Star Teleporter. While it was proceeding in apparently orderly fashion, it would someday degenerate into panic-driven flight as soon as it became clear that the home galaxy could no longer be held. Meanwhile, Paronn had heard of plans to lure large Beast fleet contingents into the teleporter and then destroy it. To what extent the idea really was being given serious consideration, he couldn't say.

A sound from the adjoining room startled him.

It was an effort for him to tear himself away from the view of the peacefully sleeping city. He decided not to turn the light on and felt his way through total darkness to the hallway outside.

Beneath the door to Janok's room was a narrow strip of pale light. So Erghena was with him.

Although Paronn opened the door with extreme care, the slight creaking of the hinges still sounded overly loud. Erghena blinked, almost too tired to keep her eyes open, but a faint smile appeared briefly on her face.

She had made herself fairly comfortable on the antigrav cushion. Half leaning back, her legs tucked under her, she sat in her favorite position. Janok lay on her lap. She supported him with her left forearm and held the little head in her palm.

Moments like this were good for them, allowing them to feel a deep peace despite all the horrors. As long as Lemurians didn't lose such feelings, there was still hope.

Janok was just four Lemurian months old. He couldn't understand that his home world no longer existed, but someday he would learn about it and understand what a terrible time it was in which he lived. Janok was coming along nicely, Erghena said. After her parents died in a Beast attack, she had wanted nothing so ardently as a child of her own. In spite of the war, or perhaps even because of it. Paronn had never really understood it.

He kissed Erghena on the forehead.

Janok slept uneasily. He had thrust his thumb into his mouth and sucked on it lightly in his sleep. Now and then his legs twitched, and a shudder ran through his little body. Like now. But at the same time a blissful smile appeared on his well-proportioned face, highlighting the two dimples and the snub nose.

I love you both, said Erghena's expression.

Outside it was as deathly quiet as before. Paronn's gaze wandered to the window but the pane had been darkened. He couldn't see if the sheet lightning was continuing. Perhaps a storm was blowing up. The climate control had been turned back to a minimum since the planet had been overwhelmed by the flood of refugees. There was no longer any surplus energy that could be fed into the oceans or used to calm developing storms; all that was generated was needed by the administration to maintain the life of the community. As a result, it had already snowed in recent days even though the onset of winter was still some months away.

Erghena laid Janok in his bed and carefully covered him with a blanket. She turned off the light with a slight hand motion.

"I hope and pray that this unholy war will soon come to an end," she said minutes later as she lay next to Paronn on the living room cushions, her hands clasped under her neck and looking up at the ceiling projection. Only two channels were still active. The local news showed a report about the unexpected spell of cold weather while the planet-wide network was occupied with the subject of the Multi-Star Teleporter.

A harsh, bright flash startled Paronn. He lifted himself on his elbows and looked at the window. Moments later, thunder rumbled.

Erghena pulled him back, took his head in both hands, and kissed him, gently at first, then soon demandingly. "You've gotten jumpy lately."

"I thought ... "

"Don't say anything about the damned Beasts now!" She pressed two of her fingers against his lips. "We are safe, Lev, at least for a few years. And what will happen then ... I don't know. No one can predict that."

The next flash lit the room with pale reflected light. Erghena darkened the window. In the corners of the room, the green glow of the nightlights shone.

Then she abruptly undid the magnetic seam of Paronn's jacket. Her movements became more demanding, and suddenly she was on her knees above him. With one hand she drew him towards herself, with Paronn hesitantly helping, and with the other she pulled the thick fabric over his shoulders. Her lips found his, pressing as hard as though this was the last kiss of her life, while at the same time her hands slid downwards, undid his belt, and burrowed more deeply.

With a sound of disappointment, she pulled her lips away from his and looked at him in disbelief. "You're thinking too much about the war. I'm still here, too, and I ... " Whatever else she said turned into an incomprehensible murmur as Paronn ran his hands through her hair.

"Let it be, Erghena. I can't take my mind off the Beasts."

"I don't want to share you with those four-armed monsters! Don't you understand that? A few happy moments, Levian, just the two of us without those Beasts! Is that really asking for too much?"

Their lovemaking became more intense than it had been in a long time. Erghena passionately pressed herself against him and clutched at his neck as though she was drowning. In those few minutes there were just the two of them, no storm, no big city in which refugees were crowded cheek by jowl, in which Paronn had acquired the roomy apartment only because he was important to the Great Tamanium as a scientist. Some Tam councilors had already suggested that he flee to the Second Island through the Multi-Star Teleporter.

The increasingly louder thunder made Erghena pause. Then she froze. Paronn noticed that the quivering of her body had become a fearful shuddering.

A second explosion-like roar in the immediate vicinity. The window rattled audibly, then the entire building seemed to sway.

"That isn't a storm now," Paronn whispered dully.

For some seconds, they remained wrapped in a helpless embrace while outside an endless staccato broke out. From far away, sirens could be heard.

Space alarm!

In an unceasing rhythm the roaring and the increasingly more powerful tremors rolled over them. Everything tottered.

"Janok!" Erghena screamed. Somehow she managed not only to get to her feet but to cross the entire room despite the violent shaking.

Paronn stood up, too. He didn't even try to finish dressing at first. The next impact threw him against the wall; he felt the ulna and radius of his left forearm splinter, then a wave of nausea flooded through him. Behind him, the window pane burst with a whip crack. The splinters shot through the room like bullets, driven by searing heat. But by then, Paronn had reached the corridor.

An infernal din broke out over him. With incredible precision, the attackers must have dropped out of hyperspace and eliminated the sentry fleet, thirty-two heavily armed battleships of the latest production type. Spacespheres that would defy even the devil. But the black-skinned Beasts were not the devil ...

... they were worse.

In the nursery, too, the window had blown in and the floor was littered with glass splinters. The night had been colored blood red. Firestorms raged through the canyons of the streets between buildings.

Thermal and impulse beams left glowing trails of destruction behind them. Only in the distance did the Beasts encounter weak defensive fire.

A shadow hurtled past, a space-capable combat glider. So close that Paronn was afraid that its pulsing thrust trail could engulf the building.

More gliders followed. In all there were two dozen or more. They could have only risen from the subterranean hangars, the last of the forces, with little more than their maneuverability to fight the Beasts. Paronn thought he could sense the desperation with which the pilots flew to their deaths. They could not hold back the annihilation.

Suddenly there was a brilliant flash, expanding into further explosions. Thermal salvos tore the glider formation apart. Half-blinded, Paronn saw two shadows veer away, shoot straight up, and collide with each other. They did not burst into flame, but simply broke apart and the pieces of debris followed a new course.

"Get out of here!" Paronn shouted.

Erghena had almost reached the baby's bed. Torn out of his sleep by the noise, Janok sobbed pitifully. But Paronn couldn't concern himself with that. He acted instinctively, grabbing Erghena's wrist and dragging her along with him with all his strength. The woman stumbled, resisted—he didn't care. Just get out of here, out of the apartment before ... A bursting splintering and cracking accompanied the first impact of one of the glider fragments. Perhaps one or two stories higher. Erghena's horrified scream resounded in his ears; she tried to free herself from his grasp, then the next piece of wreckage broke through the walls.

Paronn felt the floor heave up, but then the shockwave caught him and swept him off his feet. He was whirled around, then he rolled and landed hard. The pain in his left arm was murderous. Paronn cried out, but in the roaring, bursting, and cracking around him, he didn't even hear his own voice.

After more violent tremors from other impacts, the storm died away as quickly as it had broken out. The glow of fire and falling pieces of the ceiling blocked the way back. Even while Paronn desperately attempted to take stock of things, the wall of the nursery fell in. Now the flames blazed fiercely.

Suddenly, fists beat on him. "Janok!" Erghena gasped, half choking. "Get Janok out of there!" She seemed unable to comprehend that the nursery had been destroyed by a glider engine.

"Janok is dead. And if we don't get out of here, we will be, too!"

She didn't seem to understand him and only stared at him from wide, dazed eyes. If he had hesitated only a moment longer, she would now be dead as well.

Flames were already shooting up in the hall. Erghena paused for just a second, then she went determinedly forward, her arms held protectively in front of her face.

"Go back!" Paronn shouted.

Erghena didn't hear him or she didn't want to hear him. Like a robot she disappeared into oncoming, thickly billowing smoke.

Paronn staggered after her. It didn't matter where he died, here or on some other world struck by the Beasts. They would keep attacking until no more Lemurians existed in this galaxy or they themselves were swept away by some new kind of weapon.

Erghena collapsed. Shadowy and distorted in the swirling smoke, Paronn saw her fall. Disregarding the searing heat and the choking acrid vapor that penetrated his respiratory tract, he threw himself forward.

The pain was terrible but Paronn didn't pay any attention to it. He could still hold his breath. On the other hand, he was already feeling the agonizing pressure on his lungs, which would soon irresistibly force him to take a long, deep breath.

He lost his orientation, but a moment later he stumbled against something soft. Erghena was no longer moving. He pulled her with him, first dragging her along the floor away from the greedily devouring flames. Then, after a few meters, he crouched down next to her and lifted her limp body half over his shoulder.

His chest was threatening to burst as he gaspingly struggled for air. But despite the galaxy-wide catastrophe, Paronn did not face death indifferently. And just a few moments ago he had lost his son.

Blood and tears blurred his vision as he pulled Erghena along to the nearest elevator. What should he do if the antigrav cabin no longer functioned? That thought alone spurred him onwards while explosions could be heard again from outside along with the thunder of heated air rushing to fill the vacuums left by thermobeam fire trails.

The shaft was brightly lit and still intact. Paronn waited impatiently for the cabin as it raced upwards. Erghena moaned softly. He had to get her to a clinic—A clinic? he wondered in horror. As though the Beasts would stop at anything in their madness for destruction. In any case she needed wound plasma. Her underlying flesh was showing through her burns. Without plasma Erghena would not survive past this day or the next.

Only when he had dragged her into the elevator cabin did it strike him that the two of them were alone. Either the neighbors on this floor had already fled to the shelters deep below the surface at the start of the attack, or they had remained in their apartments hoping for the black spacecraft to withdraw. Perhaps relief was on the way: a Tam councilor's fleet thrown together from combat-tested units that had already survived other battles against the Beasts.

Erghena's whimpering was turning into an agonized groaning as the cabin stopped on the ground floor.

The blood-red glow of fire dominated the skyline as Paronn came outside. He saw two black spacecraft hovering just a few kilometers above the city and firing shot after shot beneath them. There was no longer any sign of resistance.

They were relentlessly reducing the city to debris and ashes, a metropolis in which officially four million Lemurians lived—had lived. The figure was half a year old and the population had recently grown to eight million, many of whom lived in provisional shelters in the extensive green park areas and on the edge of the city. Paronn didn't dare think of the uncountable deaths that had occurred in just the last few minutes.

Stifling heat struck him. Only now he felt his own weakness, making him stagger, and he stopped in exhaustion. Erghena broke away from him, took a few trembling steps to one side, and then sank to the ground with a sigh.

"Stand up!" he urged. "We've got to go on."

She didn't seem to hear him. Or want to hear him. The thermobeam fire was coming closer. Apparently the Beasts were targeting all the buildings that still stood partially undamaged after the first attack wave.

Erghena's face was burned and swollen, and her hair had been baked into a sooty mass. Where now? her gaze seemed to ask as it swept over the building facade damaged by innumerable impacts. Around the residential tower billowed smoke from burning apartments that enveloped the upper floors. Somewhere up there lay Janok's burned body.

"You damned Beasts!" Paronn wanted to shout in helpless rage, but his throat felt tied shut.

The incoming beam fire was now menacingly close. He felt a new wave of heat and waited for death. Because there was no longer any point in running away, on and on, only to be driven into a corner in the end. A few hundred meters more ... He would hardly feel death at all, perhaps only see a bright, all-consuming light ...

Erghena had pulled herself together and looked at him mutely. Then she turned and stumbled away.

"Erghena!" Paronn's cry mixed with the ghastly hissing of a sudden, lividly bright flash. The incandescent beam wandered onwards, ate at the building front, and made steel drip like melted wax.

But he wasn't paying attention to that now. Where Erghena had just been standing, the ground seethed in a glowing mass.

In a fraction of a second, she had been burned to ashes, but the deadly heat had passed him by.

"Come back!" he gasped. "Free me from this torture ... "

The energy beams moved onwards.

Slowly he sank to his knees. He held himself upright for a few more seconds, then fell over forward. Why? was his last thought before unconsciousness temporarily released him. Why was I spared?

 

The touch startled him. For a moment, Levian Paronn could not place where he actually was, then his memories reluctantly let him go.

"I can't say what brought on the collapse," he heard a thoughtful-sounding voice say. "A more comprehensive examination would be required for that. However, it doesn't look as though that will be necessary."

"You mean, because he ... this device ... ?" The speaker broke off in the middle of the sentence.

Again there was silence. It was broken only by the monotonous ticking of a monitor unit.

Erghena! Come back! But Paronn couldn't hold on to her. He hadn't been able to do that an eternity ago, and he couldn't do it now.

He had never spoken of his family. Only once had he mentioned to the Chronicler Deshan Apian the loss of someone who had meant very much to him. He had never spoken of Janok at all. Because he felt responsible for his death. He could have saved Janok. It would have been so easy. But he had done everything wrong.

Erghena's face began to fade away.

Soon only her eyes remained, looking at him from infinity. But he couldn't even hold on to this moment.

He groaned. Before his mind's eye existed only a distorted image, disfigured by terrible burn wounds, swollen, streaming with blood ... not the Erghena he had first met in Lemuria.

Lemur had been the name of their common home world at the time of the Great Tamanium. Terra was its name now. He couldn't get used to it, probably because he simply didn't want to.

Lemur and Terra were the same, separated only by the abyss of time.

His visit to Terra lay many centuries back. After so much time, it had been a strange feeling for him. He had yearned to return for so long, but he had also been afraid as it was associated with many painful memories.

Terra had remained alien to him. He had sensed nothing of what he had hoped for. The cradle of human civilization, the continent of Lemuria, had sunk into the ocean after the Great War.

That, too, he could have prevented. Why had his plan failed?

Why?

His body jerked involuntarily.

"The Maphan has regained consciousness," he heard someone say behind him. This time he recognized the voice: it was that of the ship's physician. The other was Hattusk, the First Officer.

Paronn opened his eyes and gave a violent start. His worst fear had been realized. The physician or one of the medobots had removed his uniform. He lay on the antigrav couch, almost naked and enveloped in radiated warmth.

If they weren't completely blind, they had recognized his Cell Activator. During previous examinations, he had always taken off the egg-shaped device, which he wore from his neck on a thin chain, and hid it safely away for the short period of time required. It had always been difficult to conceal his potential immortality through all the centuries that he had already lived on Drorah and the worlds belonging to the Akonian Empire. No birth registration, no signs of aging—he had learned not only to deceive the Akonians in his immediate circle but even powerful syntrons and regularly assumed a new identity.

"How long was I unconscious?" he asked?

The physician looked at him penetratingly. It was clear that a single question preoccupied the man. Any carrier of a Cell Activator was ranked among the leading personalities of the Galaxy.

"The UMBERIA and the LEMMAK have not changed their position." The First Officer was only trying to talk over the awkwardness of the situation. He was pretending to be casual, but Paronn could sense exactly how tense Hattusk felt.

"Is everything all right with me?"

"Of course."

"Then there is nothing to prevent my continued presence in the control center?"

The physician shook his head. "Not really. I mean ... "

Paronn swung his legs down from the couch, stood up, took his uniform from the rack, and slipped it on. "Is this causing you problems?" He grasped the Cell Activator in his right hand and held it up as though appraising it.

From the reaction of the two officers, he saw that his suspicion was correct. They seemed embarrassed, as though wishing they were far away from the medstation. Naturally they had made no agreement about how to act in front of the Maphan. Caught by surprise, it wasn't something that had even occurred to them.

For a moment, Paronn played with the thought of revealing the truth. What did he have left to lose? Nothing. On the other hand, apart from Perry Rhodan's small group on Gorbas IV, no one knew of his true identity as Levian Paronn.

It had been stupid to leave the prospectors on the planet. On board the UMBERIA, he would have had them under control. No, he immediately admitted to himself. Holding Perry Rhodan prisoner would have been the worst mistake he could have made. It would have put half the League of Free Terrans hot on his trail. To say nothing of Icho Tolot. His relationship with the Halutian had become contradictory, but he couldn't have acted any other way. And Tolot? He would have claimed the same for himself.

 

Paronn regretted that it had to end that way. Still, the group on Gorbas IV was in anything but a hopeless situation. Either the PALENQUE or the LAS-TOOR could pick their people up before the Beasts tore them apart in their fury. He didn't have to worry his conscience on that account. And—his heartbeat suddenly raced faster despite the Cell Activator's moderating effect—perhaps Rhodan and his companions had never existed ...

Or more precisely, will never have existed if he succeeded in carrying out his plan after all.

All was not yet lost. Perhaps he had only been deceived by what was close at hand and led into error. Gorbas IV was not the world where his destiny would be fulfilled.

Paronn fastened the collar of his uniform jacket. With his right hand he brushed some imaginary dust from his shoulder. He was amused by how the physician and the First Officer stood motionless, waiting for him to address them again. Were they suddenly afraid that their knowledge put their necks on the line? Or were they trying to figure out who he really might be?

He forced himself to drive everything that was unimportant out of his mind. Tolot had gone through the time teleporter into the past—the Icho Tolot that Rhodan had called to the Ichest System to help and who had no idea what awaited him. That Tolot would therefore not recognize him, Levian Paronn, in the ninety-seventh year of the war and thus draw unpleasant conclusions. In retrospect, Paronn congratulated himself for changing his outward appearance as Achab ta Mentec. That had been relatively easy anyway.

Of course, the other Tolot—the one with whom he had come to this era, his future, on board the star arks—would have to prevent him from going back with the anti-Beast weapon from the Ichest System and rewriting more than 50,000 years of history. Even if Tolot was considered pacified, he was probably still more closely tied to the Beasts than to human beings. Besides, on this time plane he resisted having his existence wiped out.

No, not wiped out. Annulled was the more appropriate word, Levian Paronn thought. He was not a murderer. On the contrary, he wanted to give the millions of Lemurians who had died in agony in the war against the Beasts a second chance.

After one last brush to make sure, his uniform sat perfectly on him. He had long known that Takhan Mechtan tan Taklir gave such outward appearances great weight. Only he never would have suspected that one day he would need the admiral as a defender. Above all, he must not seem careless to the Ruling Council. His demand would be extraordinary and have the impact of a Transform bomb. Still, if that which he was already fearing was correct, Akon could do nothing but place all available means at his disposal.

For the first time, Paronn hoped that Gorbas IV was not alone. The Beasts had found the way to the Galaxy of the year 1327 NGE. They were maintaining many arsenal planets. Their ice-cold logic would not have allowed them anything other than a crushing superiority. For that, reproduction by means of genetic engineering was necessary.

The Terrans had long ago learned that the Beasts were originally a product of genetic manipulations. The conclusion that they were once more reproducing themselves by that means was obvious.

"Out with it!" he said, turning to the two officers. "You should be well aware by now that I'm not someone who will immediately bite people's heads off. Therefore ... "

"We can keep any secret to ourselves," Hattusk said.

"There isn't any secret," Paronn replied.

"Of course not, Maphan."

He could understand their conflict. They had seen something that they rightly assumed they should not know. A tragic accident on board or on the next planet to which the UMBERIA flew could silence them forever. After all, why would the commander have concealed his Cell Activator if there were not good reasons to do so?

"I am a Lemurian," Paronn said. "Whether you believe me or not, I have been carrying my Cell Activator for about 50,000 standard Lemurian years. My real name is not Achab ta Mentec but Levian Paronn."

They stared at him, unable to grasp all the implications.

"I am here because Beasts have survived since the Great War. Today we have seen that they have awakened and are capable of striking. But this was only the beginning. Their arsenals may be hidden anywhere."

The First Office swallowed heavily. "Is that why we've flown to this position? Are their Beasts in the vicinity?"

"I don't know where they are hiding. I also don't know if the menace really threatens all the Lemurian-descended races in the Galaxy, but I have the means to eliminate the danger once and for all." He interrupted the Ma-Techten, who was about to say something, with a curt wave of his hand. "I will inform the Ruling Council as quickly as possible, of course. What happened on Gorbas IV was just the beginning ... "
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They were weak and extremely delicate.

Ion Lissos wondered if these creatures really could stand up to an interrogation. He had observed them for a day of their time reckoning. At first it was only occasionally, since the inspection of the breeding facility had required his full attention, but now it had been for more than an hour without interruption.

Four had survived the destruction of their spacecraft: three males and a female. The room in which they had been confined was completely unfurnished, but it was large enough that even a Righteous One could rampage freely within.

"They have known from the beginning that we are observing them," Necc Magot remarked.

"I did not expect otherwise," Lissos answered with a hint of annoyance at Magot's insinuated criticism. "We should not underestimate them."

"We have never done that," the Old One said angrily.

"Even so, through them the threat continues to exist. What happened back then that deprived us of our victory?"

Magot folded both pairs of arms against his chest. He could not have expressed any more plainly that he did not wish to speak about it. For a moment Lissos felt anger rise with him and he slammed his fists together. Then he abruptly turned back to his observation.

The Lemurians spoke very rarely. So far they had been silent and had not even asked the reason for their imprisonment. Their behavior puzzled Lissos. Didn't they even want to know what had happened?

They lay more or less apathetically on the floor, their eyes either closed or staring upwards without seeing. They had been allowed to retain their spacesuits because they were doubtless provided with food concentrates and liquids for several weeks. They would also be equipped for taking care of bodily functions.

"They are defiant and stubborn," Magot said. "I have often witnessed them panic one moment, then resume fighting as though their lives were worth nothing the next. Sometimes ... " He suddenly broke off.

Lissos looked at him challengingly. "What were you about to say?"

"Sometimes it even seemed as though they went to their deaths laughing."

Lissos bared his powerful teeth, then slammed his jaws together with a crack. "Because they knew that a time crime would undo their deaths?"

The Old One paused for a moment, as though it was difficult for him to follow the thought through to its conclusion. "So it appeared," he finally agreed.

"They have learned nothing."

"They will never learn anything, Lissotos." Since Magot used the familiar form of address, Lissos reacted with a surprised rumbling.

In the meantime, one of the Lemurians had stood up. He took precisely ten steps, then slowly turned around and went in the opposite direction. The behavior was repeated. Lissos followed each of his movements. "Are they communicating in this manner?" he suggested.

"Nonsense," Magot said. "Lemurians are like animals, as you will observe often enough. This one here is behaving like nothing more than a captured animal."

Lissos hesitated briefly, then activated the communicator. "We want to know everything about you," he said and his unmuffled voice probably echoed like thunder through the large room. The Lemurian suddenly stopped his uneasy pacing and looked around hastily. Two of the others stood up more fluidly and more quickly than Lissos would have expected from them considering their display of apathy. The hand of one even shot to his hip, an instinctive reach for a weapon that he had, of course, not been allowed to keep.

"I promise you a quick death if you cooperate with us."

One of the four—the one Lissos himself had pulled out of the burning wreck—said something. They were just a few words that the Translator did not convert.

"Their language has changed," Magot concluded. "Do not forget that."

The man was still looking around. Then he ran to the nearest wall and began feeling it with his fingertips. The Lemurians had tried that once before but had soon given up. Again he called out several words.

"Waiting for what?" The Translator rendered the words haltingly. " ... more than we think ... must escape, or ... "

" ... will not kill us!" the woman replied. Lissos judged her state of mind as outraged. "That would be against every ... " The last word that she spoke triggered a multitude of possible interpretations. "Convention" seemed like the most likely meaning.

"Don't forget that they attacked us." The man continued to run his hands searchingly along the wall. Lissos guessed that he was the commanding officer of the destroyed ship.

"I want him as the first!" he decided. "But without him realizing whom he is facing."

 

Force fields enveloped the Lemurian but the prisoner became aware of their existence only when an invisible force pushed him forward.

A passageway opened up in the wall he had just so meticulously examined. It looked for a moment as though the Lemurian wanted to resist, but then he pulled himself together and stepped through the opening with his head held high. "It's time!" he called to the others, whatever that meant. They wanted to follow him, but the energy barrier held them back.

It's time ... Lissos was still puzzling over the meaning of those words when the Lemurian had reached the interrogation room.

"Sit down!"

An empty platform like a multilevel dais that served no obvious purpose offered the only possibility of fulfilling the request. But the Lemurian paused two steps in front of it.

Lissos had anticipated such resistance. He stood behind a deflector shield that screened him from the view of the Lemurian, who was carefully looking around.

The force field was turned off. The prisoner didn't even notice. At least he didn't give any reaction.

"Who are you?"

A brief moment of silence. Then: "I could ask you the same thing." While the Translator provided the conversion in bits and pieces, the device generated more combinations with each sentence. The analysis phase for the current Lemurian language would soon be complete.

"You are not in a position to ask questions. Your name!"

Whatever the translator conveyed to him, the man did not respond. Lissos turned off the illumination plates and directed a concentrated light beam on the prisoner. He could see that the Lemurian narrowed his eyes but otherwise showed no reaction.

"Once more. What is your name?"

"Rhodan."

"Is that your complete name?"

Hesitation. Finally, the man said: "Perry Rhodan."

"Your function?"

The man's head jerked up. He seemed to want to answer something, but just twisted the corners of his mouth.

"I do not like to wait," Lissos rumbled. "What function do you perform?"

"Ruler of an interstellar empire."

The Lemurian had raised his voice. Lissos interpreted that as a question. However, the Translator's readouts showed several different possible nuances.

"You are not certain of this?"

"Oh, but I am."

"Then tell me about yourself!"

"Not as a prisoner."

"I am the one who makes that decision."

The man seemed to have determined the direction from which the distorted voice was coming. He tried in vain, however, to distinguish anything. Shadowing his eyes with his hand was of little help. "Are you alone?" he asked, but apparently didn't expect to get an answer to the question. Meanwhile, Lissos realized that he himself had provoked the question. The Lemurian was analyzing every single word.

"I protest against the attack on our ship. We approached neither with hostile intent nor ... "

"Irrelevant!" Lissos interrupted. He did not miss any movement the Lemurian made. Although it was still difficult for him to tell the smooth-skinned faces apart, to say nothing of interpreting their emotional displays, the man in front of him seemed to be shocked.

"More than twenty people had to die because ... because some crazy Halutian thinks the Galaxy belongs to him. Why didn't you kill the rest of us as well? Is your Urge Purge out of control?"

He closed his eyes and stiffened his body, as though he expected to be attacked in the next moment. Lissos did not do him that favor. He saw through the Lemurian's intention of sacrificing his life in order to avoid further interrogation. Did he ultimately realize what Magot had suggested—that his death would be of only short duration?

Soldiers who did not fear the end of their own existence were dangerous opponents despite their physical inferiority.

"So you believe you are dealing with Halutians, Rhodan?"

Silence.

"Therefore Halutians often attack your spacecraft?"

For a moment, the man seemed undecided. Then he stepped determinedly towards Lissos as though he could see him, despite the deflection shield. After a few steps, however, the newly activated force field caught him. He suddenly threw his arms up and felt along the relatively pliable boundary. Only when he realized that he could not progress any further did he give up in defeat.

"What is this?" he exclaimed in apparent indignation. The Translator was now capable of conveying the vocal nuances. "Which of us is crazy? I know Halutians, even if I ... "

"Continue speaking, Rhodan!"

"Even if I've never had the opportunity of seeing one from closer than a hundred meters. I only saw Icho Tolot from a distance. That was at a spaceport at Terrania City."

"Terrania City belongs to the Lemurian Empire? Did you battle against this Icho Tolot or did he battle against you?"

The prisoner gave a brief laugh and folded his arms across his body. "Whatever this insane game is all about, I won't play it. What is it? One of the galactopsychologists' cockeyed psychotests? Am I still in the final medical examination and the flight and everything else was a simulation, a last fitness test? Then I've failed. Besides, I've lost interest in commanding. I don't care for risking human lives. And all that for what? So Metastream can gain more power and a few billion Galaxes ... Oh, what's the use." He gestured in hopeless resignation. "I know I'm talking my career away. But I won't let myself be treated like this, not as long as I still have a spark of self-respect that isn't for sale." His face glistened wetly with perspiration and he wiped his forehead with his arm. "Now what? I still haven't failed ... ? Oh no!" He moaned slightly as Lissos deactivated the deflector shield and stepped towards him. "Isn't there any end to this? I don't have any connection with Halutians. They would never attack my ship."

"Why not?"

The man was silent again. His mouth open and his eyes bulging from their sockets, he stared at the four-armed giant's body, which had stopped within reach of him. His gaze slowly moved upwards, and he had to lean his head far back until he could see the half-open jaws and the three round, slightly oscillating eyes that looked down at him from above. "My God!" he exclaimed weakly and stumbled back against the steps of the dais.

At that moment, Lissos' right manipulation arm shot out. The six fingers closed a bit too forcefully around the man's shoulder and he cried out shrilly.

"I could kill you, Lemurian, and perhaps I will do just that ... "

"Lemurian?" Rhodan trembled and could barely remain on his feet. "Won't this ... this simulation ever end?"

Lissos lifted him a short distance off the floor. He slowly squeezed more tightly. First the prisoner's face twisted, then he thrashed with his legs and screamed for all he was worth, but finally only a whimpering escaped his lips. The Righteous One let him fall and watched with interest as the man rolled on his right side, writhing like a worm. He whimpered again and uttered cries that the Translator could do nothing with.

Lissos stepped next to him. The Lemurian actually tried to crawl away from him. Finally Lissos lowered himself onto his chest arms and positioned himself over the man with his manipulation arms. His hemispherical head alone was wider than the entire man.

Lissos inhaled with a snort. He was now very close to the Time Criminal. "I can smell your fear, Rhodan."

The Lemurian yelled and tossed his head from side to side. "My ears ... I'm deaf ... "

Apparently with all the strength he could muster, he drew up both legs close to his body and kicked out. The reaction pushed him a short distance across the floor. He reached out with his right arm and pulled himself further, writhing like a fish on dry land.

Lissos watched him from behind, waiting to see what would happen next. Did the Lemurian really think he would be able to escape him this way? With a swinging motion of his arm, he reached out. His fingers closed around both of Rhodan's legs and slowly pulled him back towards him.

"You cannot escape your punishment, Lemurian. I will not kill you immediately, if that is what you are hoping. And a time paradox will not be able to help you any longer. Nor anyone else in this galaxy."

For a long time, the man lay trembling on the floor, and his chest rose and fell as he took irregular breaths. Several times he bent double with attacks of coughing. Finally, the waiting grew too long for Lissos.

"Are Lemurians the rulers of Apsuhol today?"

"Insane," Rhodan groaned at length. "Completely insane."

"I am awaiting an answer!"

"Even if you kill me, I don't know anything about an Apsu ... Apsuhol?"

"This galaxy—what do you call it now?"

"The Milky Way."

At last the Lemurian seemed to have realized that his resistance wasn't helping him.

"And the Second Star Island, Karahol? Does your race still live there?"

"I don't know ... what you're talking about. We humans ... "

"Fifty thousand years ago, many of you fled to Karahol by means of the Multi-Star Teleporter. We could not follow you and then something must have happened ... "

"You're sick. Did a glider fall on your head?"

"What about the neighboring galaxy of Karahol? Do Lemurians still live there?"

"No." The man paused, coughed convulsively, and spat out thick, red slime. At the same time, his face contorted. "You broke some ... of my ribs. But I'm ... slowly understanding. You've lost your memory. A Halutian during an Urge Purge who ... who believes he still has to fight against Lemurians. My God ... Don't do anything rash now. You need help. Tolot. Yes, we must call Icho Tolot ... " Again an attack of coughing. Rhodan doubled up, gasped for air, and it looked for a while as though nothing could stop him from choking to death. His face was deathly pale after the attack finally subsided, but when he ran the back of his hand over his mouth, it was smeared with a great deal of blood.

"My memory?" Lissos' overbrain immediately reacted to the possibility that the Lemurian had unintentionally opened for him. "I do not know ... Should the name Icho Tolot mean something to me?"

Rhodan's hesitant head movement was something like a confirmation, as the Righteous One had learned.

"He is a Halutian—like me?"

"What else?"

"Between the Lemurians and us ... is there still a war?"

This time Rhodan seemed to take a long time to think. Lissos stood half-erect so that he no longer gave him the feeling of being oppressed by the sheer mass of his body.

"War?" the man repeated tentatively. "No. Halute is not fighting a war with anyone." 

"And Lemuria?"

"There is no Lemuria anymore. That was in the distant past."

"So time had indeed been manipulated?" Impulsively, Lissos hurtled forward again. He could not help himself. Rhodan slid back from him just as suddenly; his right arm collapsed underneath his body and he fell heavily.

"A time paradox has taken place!" Lissos roared, unable to control himself. "The worst crime of all!"

The Lemurian no longer answered him. After taking a little time to calm down once more, Lissos nudged him carefully with two fingers. The lean body slid to one side, a thin stream of blood oozing from the corner of the man's mouth.

These two-armed creatures had no power of resistance. That it was so easy to defeat them was something the Righteous One had not expected.

To kill them, his overbrain corrected the thought.

Lissos snarled aggressively. He wondered for a moment if there was really a difference.

There is. Perhaps they died like insects, but no one has defeated them in over fifty thousand years.

Why had the First Guardians of Time not intervened? Lissos angrily dismissed the question. It was not for him to ask. It was possible the masters of long ago no longer existed and had fallen victim to a time crime, just as they had feared.

Lissos raised his beamer and adjusted it to disintegration mode in order to dispose of the corpse by turning it into nothingness. But it was only when he lifted it that he noticed the Lemurian was looking at him. His eyes gleamed wetly.

"Do you wish to speak with me?" Lissos rumbled.

Slowly and, it seemed, with infinite difficulty, Rhodan turned his head from one side to the other. Lissos increased the weapon's beam spread. The first shot alone would dissolve the lean body into its constituent atoms. His finger approached the trigger, but at the last second he paused.

The other captive Lemurians should see what awaited them. Perhaps it would loosen their tongues.

Lissos shoved the beamer back into its holster

and stamped towards Rhodan. He bent over, pushed his chest arms under the Lemurian, and pulled him up with a jerk. Rhodan struck at his shoulder joint with his fist and choked out an indecipherable groaning.

He lost consciousness as Lissos carried him back to the others. Or perhaps he was no longer alive.
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Perry Rhodan felt tense, expectant. When was the last time he had been embroiled in a situation anything like this? More years ago than he could remember, if ever. Since he had stepped on board the first star ark, the NETHACK ACHTON, his suspicions had grown. What had seemed at first like an old trivid series plot about some generation ships had gradually taken on enormous proportions with still no end in sight.

Rhodan thought of the recording of the Lemurian chronicler, Deshan Apian. He had provided a comprehensive historical summary from the first Lemurian moon landing to the launch of the last star ark with its architect Levian Paronn on board. It had put him on the trail of the ACHATI UMA, which meanwhile had been recovered by the Akonians—and not at all coincidentally, as he had later found out. Behind everything was hidden the guiding hand of Levian Paronn, who had ultimately been working solely towards a single goal: returning to his own time.

Nor was it a coincidence that he had been the one who had so vividly experienced the recordings concerning the origin of the generation ships. Paronn had prepared them especially for him. Perry Rhodan and no one else. Icho Tolot had since admitted revealing to the Lemurian scientist much about the great Terran. Specifically his potential immortality and certain cellular characteristics to which the data storage unit had been programmed to respond at some future point in time.

For Levian Paronn, it had been necessary to force not only Rhodan but Tolot as well into action—because it had taken some time to discover the location of the time teleporter. He couldn't have returned to his own time any sooner.

Paronn, alias Achab ta Mentec, had been able to pursue on a relationship with Aykalie tan Taklir, the granddaughter of the Admiral of the Seventh Fleet. He thereby gained the Admiral's support in preference to her husband. With that patronage behind him, it had naturally been easy for him to gain access to the star arks.

The Admiral put the fox in charge of guarding the henhouse, Rhodan thought wryly, remembering a Terran saying that had been old when even he was young. But he was not at all in the mood for laughter.

In front of him, Icho Tolot stamped down the ramp, carrying his heavy beamer in both his chest arms and ready to fire. Everything was still quiet. Too quiet, the Terran felt.

Only after Tolot had been sent through the time teleporter into the past—to the ninety-seventh year of the war of annihilation between the Beasts and the Lemurians, to be exact—did events start to form an identifiable pattern. The usual everyday insanity, Rhodan's best friend, Reginald Bull, would have said.

In any event, Tolot had gone into the past. Not entirely voluntarily, even if the prodding from the Space-Jet's tractor beam could be described as a gentle urging, but he had quickly understood that he could not escape that destiny. For weeks there had existed two Tolotos: Icho Tolot the Younger and Icho Tolot the Elder, so to speak. During that time, the older one had wisely stayed well away from his younger counterpart to avoid creating any time paradoxes. There was probably no race that regarded the subject of time with more caution than the Halutians; their evolution had shaped them with that tendency.

The Tolot who was now stamping in front of Rhodan towards an uncertain destination was the older one. He had returned from the past aboard the star arks.

The Terran shook his head a little dazedly. The little scar on the side of his nose itched and cried out for scratching, but he would have had to take off his space helmet for that. Perhaps it would also help if he finally shook off the thought that two Icho Tolots had existed simultaneously.

The Halutian was a single individual—at least if no one grew a cloned duplicate. But even so there had been two basically different beings: biologically identical down to every cell in their massive bodies, but not in their experiences, their knowledge, and certainly not in their ages.

Tolot had put about 55,000 years behind him. For him it had been an eternity even though, as he had said, he had spent some of it in cryogenic sleep. For all the others, even for Rhodan himself, that span of time had no importance here and now. Nonetheless, Tolot had returned from the past before he had gone into that past through the time teleporter.

Rhodan found an error of logic in his musings, however. Tolot had led a double existence for far longer than it had appeared at first glance. Since his birth, in other words. While he was growing up, taking his first steps out into the Galaxy, and experiencing his first Urge Purge. And when he at last encountered the Terrans in the year 2400, his older self had long been in deep sleep aboard the star ark LEMCHA OVIR.

Rhodan was on the point of being ensnared in his own ponderings. They seemed to him like a knot, growing more tangled the more he tried to unravel them. There were things that could not be forced.

"Tolotos," he said in a low voice, "where do the Beasts come from?"

"From the past."

"You know what I mean."

"You wish to know, Rhodanos, if it is my fault that the ancient menace has reawakened? I fear you are correct. My children will curse me ... "

When Icho Tolot spoke of "his children," he was referring to the human race. From the beginning he'd had a special relationship with it. Perhaps it actually was a parental instinct, as he had often maintained.

"No one is blaming you."

"No one except myself, Rhodanos, Without me, the Beasts would never have learned that we Halutians far in their own future are extremely peaceful and friends of mankind. And that it is races of Lemurian descent who rule this galaxy almost completely."

"The only legacy of the Beasts is the urge to go on a rampage now and then," Hartich van Kuespert said. "Thank God that's all."

As before, the ramp lay in total darkness. The spotlights provided the only illumination. Tolot, Rhodan, and the others were already approaching the end of the shaft, and so far nothing even remotely like a threat had appeared. Meanwhile, dully gleaming metal walls had replaced the bare rock above them that had apparently been hollowed out with disintegrators.

"You are not to blame, Tolotos," Rhodan said thoughtfully.

"But I am." The Halutian stopped abruptly and turned around. His face had twisted into a grimace, so far as a human being could even judge. "I should have destroyed the time teleporter immediately. It would have been easy for me with a Space-Jet's weapons ... "

They continued on.

"Why didn't you do it?" Hayden Norwell pressed a few moments later. "Why didn't you destroy the teleporter?"

Tolot said nothing.

"Because he was afraid of changing history," Rhodan replied in the Halutian's place.

Now Hayden Norwell came to a stop. It could be seen that he was thinking hard. "What would have happened if this Tolot had used the Space-Jet's weapons? The other one wouldn't have been hurled into the past and the loop would have vanished. As a result, there wouldn't be any Beasts who feel themselves obligated to conquer the future."

"Wrong!" van Kuespert protested. "Completely wrong."

"Let's hear why," Norwell said to the physicist, "if you know so much better."

"Paronn would have continued being a Lemurian scientist who had lived at the end of the Beast War. The concept of generation ships probably never would have occurred to him, let alone developing the designs for them."

"Nonsense. You're overlooking Paronn's Cell Activator. He didn't get it from Tolot."

"He spoke in his diary of Vehraáto, the Twelfth Hero from the ancient legends," Solina Tormas interjected. "It's frequently discussed in academic circles if and when the Hero actually lived or if he was just a myth of his time. Hope taking on substance, so to speak ... "

"Is Paronn's Cell Activator also a projection?" Norwell asked. "And what did the Naahk have hanging from his neck, and ... "

"Our friend Hayden is getting excited, as though he'd like to have such an Activator himself." Isaias Shimon laughed loudly, but it sounded forced. "Are you sorry Paronn got away? Did you want to take it from him ... ?"

"That's enough!" Rhodan said. So dangerously low that everyone gave a start. "Don't forget where we are!"

"I don't want to die without knowing," Norwell said.

Rhodan looked stared at the prospector. "That's something the Beasts won't ask you about."

Meanwhile, Tolot had bent over and was bracing his chest arms on his thighs. Both manipulation arms swung back and forth at his sides, a gesture of impatience that no one but Rhodan would have recognized. Then he opened his jaws as though he wanted his roaring laughter to resound, but only muffled sounds like the misfiring of a glider engine emerged from his lips.

"If anyone hands out Cell Activators, that would be IT," Rhodan said, still in a tone that made it unmistakably clear how much he thought of such a discussion in these surroundings, which was very little. "Whether IT and Vehraáto could be one and the same ... I'll leave that speculation to Solina for now. But I'll say this much, Tolotos, and your overbrain should have come to the same conclusion: If IT is involved and gave the Cell Activator and its construction plans to Paronn ... "

" ... alleged construction plans, Rhodanos," the Halutian interrupted. "The copies did not work properly, correct?"

"That could be because of the plans, but it could also be because Paronn was just clumsy," van Kuespert said.

Rhodan cut the physicist off with a curt hand gesture. "We can talk about that as soon as we've got away from Gorbas IV." He looked up at the Halutian, whose massive head with three glowing red eyes still loomed half a meter above him, despite the forward bent posture. "If our old mentor and benefactor, the Super-Intelligence IT, is behind everything, Tolotos, the facts of the matter are that much more complicated. Then we can assume that IT wanted to alert us to the threat in his eccentric way."

"Do you think the Beasts set up arsenal planets like Gorbas IV just to be prepared for any eventuality?"

"We don't know when this base was established."

"Then how many are there, dammit?" Norwell demanded.

Rhodan didn't answer him but continued as before. "The Psychogenic Regenerator that the Lemurians developed only came into use after Lemuria was destroyed. We know that the actual end of the Lemurian-Halutian War has to be dated around the year 37,500 BC."

"Some five thousand Terran years before that," Solina the historian said, "the newly developed counterfield beamers were installed in the spacecraft of the last still effective Lemurian squadrons. As a result, the Beasts suffered severe losses. Yes, I also believe that at some point they must have come to the conclusion that they had been defeated. What would be better than to gather new resources and strike again sometime in the future when the Great War had long been forgotten? Taking advantage of surprise ... perhaps also in the hope that by then weapons like counterfield beamers and Psychogenic Regenerators would no longer be produced. Time is patient, Perry. We historians are faced with that almost every day. Also, it's a law of economics that things that are no longer needed will no longer be made. That applies to weapons as well, once the menace they're used against no longer exists."

"Presumably no longer exists," Rhodan corrected. "Yes, that's right. I'm almost convinced that IT only wanted to draw our attention to the new Beasts."

"Wasn't there a simpler way?" Norwell asked.

Tolot closed his eyes and suddenly turned away. A shudder shook his entire body. Rhodan knew that the Halutian was now trying to suppress a fit of laughter. Tolot knew IT, although not as well as Perry Rhodan himself and a handful of other potential immortals. But even for the Terran there were always new surprises that made him realize how strange the entity on whose protection the Local Group of galaxies relied actually was.

No, IT had never been simple and had always played his little games. Even an Activator carrier forgot many events, but Perry Rhodan would remember one thing to the end of his life: the appearance of the old man with the deep, booming laughter, as IT had manifested himself at their first meeting.

Rhodan beat on the Halutian's lower back with his fist, but Tolot didn't seem to feel it at all. "Come on!" the Terran urged. "Tolotos, forget your self-reproaches. You aren't to blame for the Beasts becoming active again."

Before long, they reached the end of the ramp, where their path was blocked by a steel door that was just large enough to allow a Halutian to pass through. There was no opening mechanism immediately visible, but the door slid to one side as Icho Tolot stepped towards it.

Beyond it lay a wide corridor. No one attacked when first the Halutian and then the others behind him passed through the doorway. The tension that had been visible in their faces in the last few minutes gave way to a growing confidence.

"Of course, we have only found an unimportant side entrance," van Kuespert remarked, but no one responded to him.

They cautiously pressed onwards. Since the Beasts could see in the infrared, Rhodan didn't consider it a mystery that no lights had come on to pierce the impenetrable darkness when the door opened.

Boryk had fallen into a light doze. Only occasionally he whimpered and murmured something incomprehensible.

Suddenly the dwarf gave a start.

"They will soon awaken," Boryk gasped, barely understandable. "They are so many ... so many more than at home ... "

"Where?" Rhodan asked. "Where are they?"

Boryk had rolled his pupils so far up that little more than the whites of his eyeballs still showed. "Everywhere," he breathed tonelessly. "The Keepers ... must not wait any longer ... they ... "

"Can you speak with them?"

Boryk said nothing for a while.

"Speak ... " When he finally replied, it came like a sigh across his lips, then he closed his eyes again.

Rhodan briefly played with the thought of keeping the Lemurian clone awake with injections. After all, he really seemed to be sensing the nearness of the Beasts. But how much of it was reality and how much might be the result of his overexcited imagination, he could hardly guess. Despite his Cell Activator, his injuries had left Boryk balanced between life and death. He had acquired the egg-shaped Activator on his ark and the device undoubtedly didn't function properly—it was just one of Levian Paronn's copies for the commanders of the generation ships. Some of the ships, anyway. Rhodan didn't believe that Paronn had been able to make enough copies of the Activator for all of them. But the problem of tracking down all the star arks wasn't a pressing issue at this point.

The spacesuit microphones picked up strange sounds. First there was only a distant splashing as though from flowing water. Possibly it was an underground river or perhaps just water that penetrated the layers of rock above the base and collected somewhere. Then, a gurgling could soon be heard as well, which was drowned out a few minutes later by the sounds of pumps.

The corridor opened into a hall of a size that was hard to judge. It was, as Rhodan determined with his multifunction wristband, just over twenty-one meters high. According to the scan, above it was another, probably identical room.

Below the ceiling ran bundled pipes of monstrous proportions. From them came the noises of water that they had heard.

Below the pipes stood tanks as far as the eye could see. Lumpy shapes on massive bases, wrapped in many winding, thin tubes, and each one connected with the ceiling pipes.

Some six meters from the first row of tanks stood a second row, then a third, then a fourth ... Rhodan couldn't even guess where it stopped in the pitch blackness beyond. The spotlights reached only to the first tanks and then were reflected on to the adjacent rows.

Dust lay everywhere, the deposits of millennia. Rhodan shone his light on the ceiling. In a hermetically closed system, very little dirt would have accumulated. Not everywhere among the pipes but in some places, white stalactites had grown down; some had nearly crusted over the bundled pipes. Upon a closer look, the ceiling was shown to consist of naked rock. Visible only here and there were smooth stretches of gray plastic or metal.

"What kind of tanks are these?" Solina Tormas had hardly asked the question when she gave a start. "By all the spirits of the stars, do you really think that.. here ... "

"Breeding tanks," Icho Tolot rumbled. "And more or less maintenance-free technology. Everything that the growing cell cultures require is delivered through the pipes."

Solina looked along the rows, glanced at Norwell, who had moved a dozen or so meters away, then raised her eyes. "There are thousands of them."

"Several tens of thousands, I would estimate," the Halutian replied. "Just in this hall alone. There is a second one above us."

"Here are some tracks!" Norwell bent down and ran his fingers along the imprints in the dust. "To judge by the size, it's the boot print of a Beast." He looked around searchingly, then pointed to a place more than two meters away. "And there, too."

"Perhaps one of the Beasts who attacked us?" Shimon asked.

"I wouldn't rule that out."

Rhodan saw that Tolot was examining one of the tanks and carefully wiping the patina away with the hand of his left chest arm. He had extended one of his three eyes and was using it to look along the aisle between the tank installations. He held his beamer ready to fire with his manipulation arm. "Some Beasts could have survived in cold sleep since the time the base was built. Just as I did on board my spacecraft when it was secured to the LEMCHA OVIR. Of course, they would be awakened to oversee the growth of the new Beasts."

"Then we still discovered the threat early enough," van Kuespert suggested.

"I hope so," Rhodan replied. "We just don't know how many arsenals like this were set up. Perhaps the Beasts have already started to stir in all the others."

"They are being bred again just as they once were by the Okefenokees," Solina said. "If I'm not mistaken, their history began 75,000 Terran years ago."

Rhodan nodded. "At that time, the Okefenokees wanted invincible warriors for their internal power struggles."

"And they succeeded," Norwell snorted. "The Beasts are like eternal pests."

He didn't pay attention to the choking sound Tolot made. Halutians often reacted touchily to remarks about their origins. Being artificial beings created on a whim was a sore point for the black-skinned giants.

Once the Beasts had rebelled against their creators, but they were soon devastatingly defeated. Eight hundred million of them had been able to flee from M87, their home galaxy, and they had ultimately retreated into the Magellanic Clouds.

Again there were genetic experiments, resulting in a new, superior Beast type. As the so-called First Guardians of Time, about 8000 of these new Beasts assumed their rule over all the others. It was around the year 50,800 BC that they failed once more in an attack on the Okefenokees. Reports that their old creators had been engaged in experiments with time caused paranoid panic to break out among the First Guardians. They feared that their existence might one day be ended by a time paradox.

The Lemurians' time experiments were also the reason why the First Guardians had sent 300 million Beasts into the Milky Way Galaxy. After settling on Halute and establishing galaxy-wide bases, they had begun their offensive against the Great Tamanium of the Lemurians.

"Dead," Icho Tolot concluded, moving away from the tank whose surface he had wiped clean. The tank's outer covering was largely transparent. Tolot turned half to the side and attempted to take a look at Boryk with his third eye. "The Beasts that were supposed to grow here will never rise against mankind. The clone was mistaken."

"They aren't dead!" Boryk exclaimed shrilly. "I sense them even so ... they're everywhere. They ... " His voice broke off in painful coughing.

Norwell continued to grumble under his breath. Still loud and bad-tempered, he seemed to have turned into even more of a stubborn, self-willed loner under the pressure of the situation. Instead of retracing his steps the few meters back to the group, he had made a point of going on further. Rhodan let him do what he wanted. His attention was mainly on Tolot, who was wiping off another tank hull.

"Here!" The Halutian took a step aside. "Look at this, Rhodanos!"

Rhodan had difficulty making anything out. At first he expected the nearly completely formed body of a Beast floating in nutritive fluid, but after Tolot's exclamation he was no longer certain of it.

The tank was empty. Just a crusted mass hung on the inner wall. And on the floor seethed a dark, foaming slime. Tentacle-like projections reached out from it, took on bizarre shapes, and then fell back into the mass.

Very carefully, Tolot reached for the Terran and turned him so he could get a better view of the front area.

Rhodan understood. A Beast's complete manipulation arm was lying at the bottom of the tank. It had evidently been there for some time since it was decomposing despite molecular hardening. The fingers had dug into the tank's inner surface, which they could probably only do if their cellular tissue had been consciously altered to the consistency of steel.

Which in turn meant ...

"The body had completely matured," Tolot said. "But it could not leave the tank and began to decompose. It is probably like this everywhere."

"The Keepers are alive," Boryk gasped, half choking. "I can sense their nearness."

"Can you control them?" Rhodan asked.

"I ... no, I don't think so,' replied Boryk, wracked with sobs. 'There are too many of them. But they will soon know we are here."
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Horribly empty is the Universe ...

... but mainly horrible.

It could be beautiful, vast and filled with significance, but in truth it is not. Because it has brought forth widely diverse forms of life. Life that does not comprehend the beauty and great size of the universe. This life destroys and exterminates; it turns day into night and makes it into a long, drawn-out agony. Perhaps this night will never end. Although the stars in their shining glory will endure for a very long time yet, longer than life.

I have attempted to drive all the terrors of the night from my thoughts, and for a while I believed I had succeeded. But I have lied to myself. Because now I know that the darkness has endured for more than fifty millennia. I can sense it reaching for my soul.

The long night came with the Beasts.

They destroyed the Great Tamanium ...

Now they will also destroy my hope. Although I know that I can still defeat them.

May Vehraáto be with me!

 

As he entered the control center, he was met with an unusual silence. Even the normally ever-present humming of the air circulation system seemed to be silent.

Levian Paronn hesitated for only a fraction of a second. With a touch of one hand he straightened his uniform collar and the medal that he had been awarded half a year earlier for distinguished service to the Seventh Fleet. He then drew himself up and went onwards.

Still, the path through the control center to the commander's chair seemed to him like running a gauntlet. He felt as though the men and women were staring at him, even though they were all making an effort not to let it show.

Paronn never would have believed that it could be so bad. What did they take him for? He was one of them because he had lived on Drorah longer than anyone on board the UMBERIA. Much, much longer.

But perhaps it was exactly that which suddenly made him seem like a leper. His Cell Activator. The fact that doubtless frightened his subordinates: that he had lived for fifty thousand years, longer than any other Activator carrier in the Galaxy. Up to now he had never really thought about it because it had seemed unimportant to him, even trivial. He had lived only for his hopes and worked solely towards the decisive moment when he could return to his own time.

He secretly breathed a sigh of relief as he reached the command platform. The First Officer saluted by placing his left hand under his shoulder, then turned his attention back to the panoramic holo display.

"Any noteworthy incidents?"

"None, Maphan."

They envied him for his immortality. Or did they fear him as a fossil that had been unexpectedly awakened to new life?

"I am not a monster," Paronn wanted to explain to his crew. He let it pass. Instead, he sank into his seat and watched the control holos as they formed. The moment it seemed necessary to him, he could take over all the ship's functions and block access to the other stations.

However, he hoped it would not come to that.

He sensed their gazes in his back like daggers. Now he was no longer one of them. More likely he had slipped his way into the tightly knit Akonian community like a thief.

"Maphan."

Paronn didn't react.

"Maphan! We must inform Drorah of the events in the Gorbas System! If we continue to stay silent about the Beasts' attack ... "

"Then what?" he asked. "Gorbas alone is insignificant."

He knew. They were back. Like before. Perhaps even spread far and wide throughout the Galaxy. At a signal they would strike in a united attack. Millions of Beasts on hundreds of thousands of black spacecraft. Their ships bristled with the dreaded Interval cannons whose concentrated hyperfields smashed almost every known substance, with thermal, impulse, and disintegrator guns. They were enveloped in powerful paratron shields that the commanders of Lemurian battleships had struggled desperately to crack.

Paronn realized in disbelief that he had dug his fingers into the armrests. Time had passed the Beasts' weapon systems by. While technological innovation in the Galaxy had taken a noticeable leap forward, particularly in the last three millennia, the technological level of the Beasts in the depots had been frozen in the most literal sense of the word. The multilayered paratron shields current today would hold out for a long time even against heavy Interval fire. The Transform cannon, until recently a monopoly of the Terrans and now in general use, would blast huge holes in the ranks of the attackers. If such effective weapons had been available to Lemuria long ago, the war would have taken a different course.

Paronn ran his right hand over one of his uniform's inner pockets. He was relieved to feel the data storage unit. He carried with him the construction plans for those weapons on which he had based his hopes. Developed by the early Akonians, they had never really been put into action because the pacification of the Halutians had made them superfluous. The weapons had originated in the Ichest System.

Ichest—Stopover. The Lemurian descendants on the LEMCHA OVIR had given the name to that large red star on whose fifth planet the star ark had crashed. Stopover. Paronn had continued to call it that in his own mind as well because it appropriately reflected his feelings. Ichest had been the halfway point to his goal of acquiring these weapons against the Beasts for himself and returning to his own time with them.

Icho Tolot had almost fallen victim to their effects twice. First when Perry Rhodan had called him for help after the wreck of the LEMCHA OVIR. Tolot had told Paronn about that during their short acquaintance in the end phase of the war. He could have had many reasons for telling him, reasons that Paronn had never understood, but Tolot had probably only been concerned with building trust. At that time, in which just the sight of a Beast caused panic, Tolot couldn't have acted differently—and so he had inflamed Paronn's mad hope.

The second time had been between then and now, between present and future, and after their meeting on board the ACHATI UMA. Paronn had seized the opportunity with both hands and flown with the Halutian to the Ichest System ...

That memory hurt as well. Like so many. Still, it was only one more milestone along the road that he had to take.

With the destruction of the time teleporter, Tolot had clearly taken a position against him. What was the black-skinned giant really? Friend or enemy? Without the Halutian, everything would have been completely different now. Nothing would have been able to stop him from doing what he had to do in order to bring a flourishing new era out of the ruins of the war and open the way to the peaceful exploration of the universe.

He was barely aware that he was staring into nothingness. In front of his mind's eye, events passed in rapid succession. What had been sleeping in his subconscious for tens of thousands of years awoke once more. He could no longer suppress his feelings, but perhaps he didn't want to, either.

With his present knowledge, the war against the Beasts that had plunged the Galaxy into unimaginable misery seemed insane to him in retrospect. But didn't wars often arise from trivialities? If the Beasts had only made the effort to verify the supposed Lemurian time experiments ...

An agonized moan escaped Paronn's lips. Trembling he sank back into his chair.

"Maphan?"

He heard the call as though from a distance. He still stared into nothing; for him the control center was like a shadowy background that would soon no longer exist.

That would never have existed ...

"Maphan, you are very pale."

A crazy thought exploded in his mind. So mad that he cringed as though from pain. Paronn heard a half-choked whimpering, but it took some time to realize that it was he himself who was making those sounds.

Steps next to him ... Hands that loosened his collar and took hold of him under the arms ... He pushed them aside. "Leave me!" he groaned. "Return to your stations!"

Had this one cursed day robbed him of all his strength? He desperately tried to fight against his disappointment. He had never given up and he would not give up now. He ran both hands through his close-cropped hair.

The greatest disappointment was the thought that had just struck him like a lightning bolt from the sky and put everything in question.

No! That can't be!

Never had a soundless cry been so painful. Paronn plunged into a bottomless abyss in which there was nothing but endless blackness.

How long would this damned night last for a potential immortal?

The thought ate away at him. Was his attempt to prevent the war the actual cause of the war? Because he had gone into his own past to destroy the Beasts before they became a deadly menace? Was their panic over time experiments based on just that action?

Then had all that already happened, but he didn't remember it only because his past was still his future?

If he had ever been in danger of losing his mind, it was now. This maze of when and if suddenly seemed impossible to escape.

Am I playing with time—or is it playing with me?

His heartbeat raced. Not even the calming pulses of the Cell Activator could affect it.

Am I following the wrong path?

He had to decide. Here and now. The irony of fate was that after 55,000 years he had hardly any time left to straighten things out. It was not a matter of individual names or fates, not even of the Lemurians as a people ...

... it was a matter of nothing other than one of the greatest riddles of the Universe, of the force that held everything together: time itself.

Would it really help if he went back with the modern weapons and prevented the Beasts from getting a foothold in the Galaxy?

Or do I have to give up my intention of preventing the war? Because then the time experiment that frightened the First Guardians of Time never would have taken place?

If that was the case, he was stranded in the future. Forced to live on with the knowledge that he had betrayed his people. Lemuria would then be wiped out once and for all, still history today, legend tomorrow, and forgotten the day after.

"Maphan?"

He blinked and rubbed his eyes. The blood roared in his temples. He had the impression of awakening from an endlessly long unconsciousness.

"I'm fine," he lied. He saw from the First Officer's look that it had not sounded very convincing.

Regardless, he had made his decision. "We're flying to Drorah! Ma-Techten Jehan Hattusk, I am transferring control of the UMBERIA and the LEMMAK to you until further notice."

The First Officer saluted briskly.

"One more thing," he added. "I need a hypercom connection in my cabin. With Admiral Mechtan tan Taklir, encoded and compressed. Top priority."

A smile flitted across Hattusk's face, which had been stonily inexpressive up to now. This was what he had been hoping for, along with every other officer in the control center. His world was back in order.

No one asked about Achab ta Mentec. And certainly not about Levian Paronn. They wouldn't say anything about the Lemurian. That was probably the best way to deal with something that no one wanted to accept.

As Paronn stood up from the command chair and went to the door, only a few glances followed him. He didn't even turn around as he stepped out into the main corridor. The UMBERIA was only a fleeting episode in his life. In perhaps just a short time, it would belong to the past. Forever.

Levian Paronn was confident again.

Without confidence, time could not be endured.

 

The Admiral couldn't be reached. Neither through the Fleet headquarters on Drorah nor with his private code, and that was extremely unusual. Before now, Paronn had never had to wait more than a few minutes to speak with the Takhan.

"Information remains minimal," the com officer reported. "It would seem to suggest that everyone is deliberately concealing the Admiral's location."

"Continue trying to reach him!" Paronn ordered. "I want to be informed as soon as Takhan Mechtan tan Taklir has been found." With a wave of his hand he broke off the internal connection.

The display wall of his spacious suite showed the image of the stars identical to that of the control center's panoramic holo. For a few moments, Paronn allowed himself to be distracted by the display. Somewhere out there, between the shining brightness of billions of stars and the ragged silhouettes of the dusty nebulae, the Beasts were lurking. He could virtually smell them. They were out there, gathering their forces, and they would strike, be it in just a few days or in a month.

Paronn clenched his fists. He began to pace uneasily, feeling confined like a predatory animal in too small a cage.

His impatience increased. For an eternity he had waited, living alone among strangers, and now he could do so no longer. He had to force destiny. Back then, in the Great Tamanium, it had been a matter of daily routine to inspect his weapons. The Beasts could attack unexpectedly at any time and in any place. In that event his beamer was at least good enough to take his own life—even that was preferable to being abducted by the Beasts, interrogated, and tortured.

On board the ACHATI UMA, he had felt truly free for the first time, as though a shadow had been lifted from him. The beamer had become unimportant, no more than the dusty relic of the night of war. Even on Drorah it had meant nothing but a status symbol to him, indispensable for a Fleet officer, but he had never used it.

And now? He carefully removed the energy magazine and replaced it with a fully charged one. He inspected the cooling jacket for damage that might lead to a loss of performance, and readjusted the beam spread of the muzzle.

Had the weapon finally gained power over him? He abruptly stopped, jerking his head up. "You forced me to do that," he said to nothingness, and it sounded like an attempt at an apology. "First you robbed me of my diary, the contents of which could have ruined everything, then you even wanted to take my will from me. You have no idea of the problems you caused, Boryk."

The clone had probably not survived being hit by the beam. It had been his own fault.

Paronn shoved the beamer forcefully back into its holster. "You weren't the only one who had to die, Boryk," he murmured. "Not just you ... "

The stars faded out, giving way to a display of hyperspace. The UMBERIA had finally transitioned into ultralight flight.

"Navigation data!" Paronn ordered.

At an ideal reading distance in front of him, the room servo projected glowing letters as well as the associated vector graphics. Paronn could no longer expect to reach Drorah quickly. The anticipated first metagrav jump covered 6000 light-years. That meant a travel time of more than two-and-a-quarter hours. But perhaps it was just as well. That span of time might allow him to find himself again.

Paronn threw himself on the antigrav couch and was asleep within a few minutes.

 

He awoke with a feeling of intense unease and had to orient himself first. Everything whirled inside his head. He had apparently had bad dreams, although he no longer remembered them.

Moments later, he was on his feet again. The servo brightened the room lighting and activated the holo wall, which still showed the monotonous image of hyperspace. Paronn bit back an obscenity.

Still two standard minutes to the end of the first jump.

He tore his uniform from his body and went into the adjacent hygiene cell. The ultrasound shower was good for him, since a feeling of leaden tiredness was spreading within him despite the Cell Activator. Was the device no longer functioning properly? A terrifying thought. On the other hand, he had heard and seen what had happened to the commanders on the generation ships; the copied Activators had only fulfilled their purpose to a very limited extent.

His Activator must be different from those of Perry Rhodan, Atlan, Reginald Bull, and the others. Paronn thought fleetingly of the time of the rule of the Council of the Seven Galaxies over the Milky Way. Then, Rhodan along with the Earth—his home world, Lemur—and the majority of mankind had fled from the grip of the Lares out of the Galaxy. The occupying power had set up a Gene-Code Destruction Field that was supposed to destroy all Cell Activators and their carriers. He had learned about it on Drorah only months later, too late to panic.

He gradually felt better. The massage fields stimulated his blood circulation and left him with a pleasant tingling.

When Paronn finally came out of the hygiene cell, nearly fifteen minutes had passed. No one from the control center had attempted to contact him, but the two battle cruisers continued to accelerate.

Paronn called the bridge. "I'm still waiting for a connection with Takhan Mechtan tan Taklir!"

The Espejel's image looked at him regretfully. "I'm sorry, Commander, but as before the Admiral remains unreachable."

"After more than two and a half hours ... ?"

The com officer nodded. "There seems to be some kind of disturbance on Drorah at the moment."

"What is it? Are the Beasts attacking?" Paronn asked the question impulsively, but when he saw the terror in the Espejel's eyes, he immediately regretted it. In the background of the image, he saw that several officers were reacting in surprise.

He actually wanted to calm things down. "Things won't go that far," he wanted to say in order to reassure them, but then he said, loudly and so everyone could hear, "We must expect devastating attacks on planets in the core region of the Empire. Probably not today or tomorrow, but very likely in the days to come."

"A Level One Alert has been declared, Maphan!" the First Officer announced. Dark shadows lay under his eyes, almost to the point of conspicuous swelling.

Hattusk is over-fatigued, Paronn realized. But he will still bring the ships safely to Drorah.

"How long yet?"

"We have been forced to avoid a violent hyperstorm, Maphan," the First Office said. 

"The shortest route ... ?"

The Ma-Techten shook his head. "It is a dangerous area, Maphan. We have calculated the best route relative to the conditions. Minimum five-and-a-half hours."

Paronn broke off the connection with a curse on his lips. His hand clenched the Cell Activator. After 55,000 years—a few more hours hardly mattered—he never would have believed that one day a few hours would be so important to him. He had hesitated too long after leaving the Gorbas System. On the other hand, he first had to be clear about what he was to do next.

Rhodan? Should he attempt to come to an understanding with the Resident of the League of Free Terrans? In the face of the growing threat, they had to cooperate. That was an argument that Rhodan could not deny. If he was still alive. Paronn wondered how many Beasts might have already become active on Gorbas IV. By no means a large number, or else they would have attacked with a fleet and not just a few ships.

Besides, Tolot was with Rhodan and his people. In a battle against the Beasts, he would be of incalculable help.

"What is better than to fight fire with fire?" Paronn murmured to himself. His anger towards the Halutian, as justified as it might have seemed in the first surge of feeling, gradually ebbed away. Perhaps he should even be grateful to Tolot. It seemed as though destiny had chosen the Halutian to be the one who carried out his plan. It was a thought that did not lack a certain cynicism.

Oh yes, the Lemurian thought, I truly am grateful to you. But you don't need to ever find that out.

It would have undoubtedly been an error to exit the time teleporter immediately after Icho Tolot in the ninety-seventh year of the war. He would have materialized where the Halutian had also arrived, on Torbutan—threatened by an atom fire that had been ignited by a bomb the Beasts had dropped. This was, of course, not even worth thinking about, since there had been very few escape routes from Torbutan out into the Galaxy. When he really thought about it, there hadn't been any at all.

There hadn't been enough time, however, to reprogram the control segment of the time teleporter on Gorbas IV. But that hadn't been foreseeable beforehand, either.

With an irritated shake of his head, Paronn drove from his mind all these bothersome musings that didn't change the facts. He had the syntron call the bridge again. "I want to speak with the Espejel!"

The image of the com officer immediately stabilized.

"Is hypercom communication in the Gorbas System obstructed?"

A deep furrow appeared in the forehead of the man facing him. "I am not aware of it. Also, there are two relays in the area ... "

"Contact Jere tan Baloy on the LAS-TOOR or the Terran woman on the PALENQUE."

"In that order, Maphan?"

"It doesn't matter to me. Just put me through to one or the other!"

The minutes trickled by slowly. Deep within the ship's interior, the background noise changed as the storage banks supplied their energy to the metagrav projectors. But Paronn heard very little of it in his soundproofed suite.

When the com officer finally reported back, the Lemurian already knew what news awaited him.

"Neither the LAS-TOOR nor the PALENQUE are responding. Either they have left their positions in the meantime ... "

" ... or the Beasts have destroyed them," Paronn finished. "Thank you."

Just why did he have the feeling that he still needed Perry Rhodan? Paronn sank into the large chair from which he could observe the display wall.

The next ultralight jump was approaching.

 

What are you really, Universe? Your emptiness can frighten only those who still know nothing of the eternity of time. Those who do not dare raise the thick veil that conceals the past, present, and future.

I have lifted a corner. Now I believe that time itself is the most terrible thing that can befall us in this universe.

If you believe that it is your friend, it will deceive you.

If you hate it, however, you will one day sadly realize that you made a mistake. Because then you neglected to make time your friend ...

Escape this vicious circle if you can!

At least attempt to!

Time cannot be stopped, but it can be shaped in endless ways according to your will. Only you dare not give up.

Never.

Because for that it will never forgive you.
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The prospector Teodoro Franty held his beamer with both hands. He had stepped ten paces back from the motionless colossus and now looked nervously in all directions as though he expected to be attacked at any moment. He lowered his weapon just a little as Sharita Coho and Catchpole joined him.

"Well?" Sharita asked tersely.

Franty gestured in front of him with the beamer. "I never would have believed that someone could do that to a Halutian."

The black-skinned giant had collapsed behind a fairly high wall. Whatever had once stood here and what purpose it had served couldn't be determined without an analysis. It was probably because of the wall that the corpse hadn't been detected from the PALENQUE.

Sharita took care not to come within reach of the giant, even though she tried to convince herself that a dead Halutian couldn't hurt her or anything else.

She didn't think the unmoving body could actually be Tolot. She looked in disbelief at the leathery skin that was covered with wounds. It was difficult for her to recognize Icho Tolot with certainty since she had only just recently met him and otherwise knew him only from holo recordings and from trivid. She was like most human beings in that one Halutian looked almost exactly like any other to her.

The huge, hemispherical head hung in the air several centimeters above the rocky ground. Since the head sat on the massive shoulders without a neck joint, it could not tip to the side. The thin-lipped jaws stood slightly open and exposed a predator's set of teeth, a sight that made Sharita shiver. For several seconds she thought she had a sense of what human beings felt when they stood before such a giant in hostile circumstances. The Halutians were battle machines, incredibly fast when they went down on their chest arms to run, and superior even to modern combat robots. In the banal trivid series that had attained cult status on many LFT planets, Halutians generally had to serve as troubleshooters in the most unlikely situations.

All three eyes were wide open. Sharita shuddered because she had the feeling that the Halutian was staring at her.

"It's dead," Franty repeated.

"And where are the others? Hartich, Isaias, Hayden, Rhodan ... ?"

"I don't know."

"Tolot wore a red battlesuit," Catchpole said.

"Do you see the remains of one?" Sharita asked. Only the battlesuit's metal reinforcements remained. Even they looked as though they had been scorched, just as the body's leathery layer of skin had been.

"I don't think this is Icho Tolot." Sharita hesitated. "More likely one of the Beasts, and Tolot killed it."

"Do you think ... ?"

"Help me turn it over, Teodoro. There should be some fragments of the battlesuit still clinging to its back."

Franty stared at her in disbelief. "Do you mean ... just like that ... ?" Again he didn't finish his sentence.

"Just a joke." Sharita sighed. "I hope you can think of other things to say than 'do you think' and 'do you mean.'"

"You're right," Franty began, but Sharita paid no attention to what else he said. In vain she tried to remember if the giant's left chest arm had always been bent so sharply.

"Damn!" Catchpole exclaimed. "What kind of plants are these?"

Two thin tentacles had entwined themselves around his boot. They tore away as he stepped to one side but the green mass was everywhere. It grew rapidly like a thick carpet around him. Even the walls began to turn green.

"The plant spores grow amazingly fast," Sharita concluded. A quick glance showed her that a billowing expanse of grass stretched all around. Even beneath the body of the Beast, green shoots were sprouting like weeds. Then she gave a start, raised her eyebrows and abruptly turned back towards the Halutian.

"That's exactly what I'm thinking," Franty said next to her, bending down and tearing away a clump of the vines that were winding up his lower legs. With a long swing, he threw the twitching green mass away. "Its fist was clenched when we came," he continued and pointed to the giant's left manipulation arm. "Now you can make out all six fingers."

The colossus was staring at them. Sharita thought her heart would stop when she realized that the piercing gaze from two of the glowing red eyes was fixed on her. An ominous rumbling could be heard from its throat.

Sharita whirled and pulled Franty along with her. He had been concentrating only on the hand and had completely forgotten that these biological battle machines had four arms. She didn't react a second too soon. Almost at the same time the right manipulation arm swung to the side. Although the blow could be ascribed more to a muscular contraction than a conscious movement, it would have shattered the legs of both humans if it had connected.

Franty went pale. "It's alive!"

"And it's waking up!" Sharita drew back, though not letting the massive body out of her sight for even a second. The grass was growing all around them, now already knee-high, and it began to envelope the Halutian.

A second and far more violent arm movement sent a spray of uprooted plants and rock fragments flying.

"That isn't Tolot!" Sharita had drawn her heavy beamer and was adjusting the weapon with swift motions. "When it comes round completely, we should ... "

"What's going on with you?" resounded Alemaheyu Kossa's voice in the helmet receivers.

The Beast jerked upright. Its upper body tensed, then it let loose a truly deafening roar.

"Holy crap!" Catchpole exclaimed. "You're damn right that isn't Tolot!"

The Beast stared at them. All three simultaneously. Its eyes dangled well away from its head, then it toppled heavily to one side, the remains of the wall collapsing beneath it. The Beast still didn't seem to have its movements under control.

"Run!" Sharita cried. "Run for your lives!"

They took off at once even though they knew it was nothing short of hopeless. The plant growth reached almost to their hips, slowing them down considerably.

"Not to the PALENQUE!" she called as Franty changed direction in front of her. "It's too far!"

The prospector turned towards her, but the movement made him stumble. For a few seconds he disappeared in the green undergrowth, then he came up again and raised his beamer ...

"To the Space-Jet!" Sharita ordered. "Hurry!"

With a lead of some twenty meters, Catchpole raced through the grass and glanced only fleetingly back over his shoulder. He had also realized that the Jet was their only salvation once the colossus attacked. Not only because the discus-shaped craft was the latest model and equipped with a paratron shield, but because of its weaponry.

They had to cross more than half a kilometer.

The Beast rolled over and lifted itself up on its chest arms. It paused for several seconds, seeming to tense, then started running. A welter of rocky fragments flew through the air. When he saw the monster coming towards him, Franty ran zigzag like a rabbit and fired his beamer.

Sharita fired at the same time. She had set her beamer to needle-fire. Streaming in front of a barely visible trail of smoke, the salvo of tiny explosive shells shot towards the Beast. Twenty small explosions, any one of which would have been enough to stop an enraged bull elephant, merged with each other into a seething ball of flame.

Franty had stopped and was firing a tightly focused thermobeam.

"Run!" Sharita shouted. "Don't wait!" She hurried onwards herself and saw that the Beast had fallen to its knees and was thrashing about.

That gained them a few more seconds, no more. Sharita fired the second half of the needler magazine, but the majority of the explosions faded away without any evident effect and the Beast once again hurried onwards. Still, it must have been groggy or else it would not have missed Franty by several meters. With enormous strides, the colossus raced past the prospector, who had finally realized that this was one opponent he couldn't stop with his hand beamer.

Behind him, the Beast whirled around and resumed the chase.

Catchpole had already put more than half the distance to the Space-Jet behind him. Franty was in trouble though. The plant growth now reached to his waist. The movements he made to work his way through the waving green mass seemed grotesque while the four-armed pursuer simply stormed onwards.

A bright flash lit up the landscape, followed by a flickering afterglow. No impact could be heard, only the hissing of the heated air. Sharita looked back as she ran and saw flame leaping between the Beast and Franty, who had remained thirty or forty meters behind her.

A second thermobeam ate its way into ground behind the prospector. The concentrated energy left behind glowing red subsoil and withered everything green for several meters around, setting the grass ablaze. The four-armed monster burst through the flames unhurt.

While Franty's lead had increased once more, it was not enough. The Beast was already too close to him for Harriett Hewes to use the ship's gun again.

The prospector seemed to sense that he wasn't going to make it. He spun around and fired at the Beast. His thermo blasts struck the jaws, wide-open as the Beast roared, flamed around the head, and ate into one of the saucer-sized eyes. Then the monster threw itself on him and all but buried him beneath its body.

Sharita had fired as well, but now she only ran onwards. She could no longer help Franty. If the Beast had not already broken every bone in his body with the impact, he had been crushed seconds later. Not even a scream had been heard in the helmetcom.

Again a beam shot from the ship's gun. Sharita stormed wildly through the now chest-high grass, trying to spread the growths apart with both arms and knowing that the Beast behind her merely trampled everything down in its path.

She saw the Space-Jet ahead but couldn't tell if Catchpole had reached the outer hatch. Gasping, she ran onwards; colored veils waved in front of her eyes.

The next bright flash struck just behind her. Sharita barely noticed the fast-rising temperature readout in the head-up display on her helmet visor. Then a primordial roaring swept over her.

Go on! Don't stop for anything, no matter what happens ...

The Space-Jet seemed to loom in front of her. With her last strength, Sharita threw herself forward, dove under the hull, and hurried on. Here the plants weren't growing so thickly.

Above her was the open hatch. Catchpole already stood overhead in the hatchway and called something to her, but she didn't understand it.

She leaped and floated upwards in the antigrav field. Much too slowly, it seemed to her. Catchpole stretched his arms out to her, pulled her to the side, and shouted the command to close the hatch.

"I'm taking off!" He raced to the control deck.

Sharita was at the end of her strength, exhausted and all but unable to believe that she had made it. She still saw Franty in front of her, desperately firing at the Beast storming towards him. "I couldn't help him any longer," she said dully. "I couldn't have done anything. Nothing at all." But she had been the responsible one and should have realized the danger in time. Especially since, after the attacks by the black spacespheres, she had known that Beasts were lurking on the planet.

Everyone should have known that, even Perry Rhodan and Icho Tolot. The question of where they were ...

A tremor ran through the Space-Jet. Sharita felt the impact. In the next moment, the deck tilted, just slightly yet noticeably. An echoing pounding followed, irregular and powerful, like a heavy pile-driver was beating on the craft.

As Sharita reached the control deck, the first image holos were already functioning. Catchpole had not yet finished the take-off preparations.

"I've never flown this type before." He gritted his teeth. "This damned thing is too new."

The pounding showed no signs of stopping. Sharita caught her breath when one of the holos showed that the Beast was attacking the craft with all four fists. The thermobeam fire from the PALENQUE must have at least grazed the monster. Half the head appeared charred, and along the upper body gaped a terrible wound that would have killed any other creature on the spot. Sharita saw burned flesh under which the bones were exposed, but no blood. Besides the sheer savagery inherent in the Beast, it must have hardened its cell tissue into the molecular structure of Terkonite steel. Perhaps it was even the pain from the injury that had spurred it into such a frenzy.

For just a few seconds, the Beast disappeared from camera range, then a new jolt went through the Space-Jet. Another image showed that the four-armed colossus had positioned itself directly beneath the hull and was repeatedly leaping up and slamming into it, making the whole spacecraft shake. Warning indicators showed that the outer hull was being dented.

Moments later, the Beast turned and leaped with all its strength against one of the hydraulic landing legs. The splintering could be heard in the control center even without acoustic amplification.

An ominous screeching followed a second, even more powerful jolt. Catchpole swore freely. He wasn't able to stabilize the Jet. It was very slowly tilting to one side.

"Turn on the automatic systems!" Sharita exclaimed.

"The what?"

"What's going on down there?" demanded a voice from the PALENQUE. "Where's the Beast?"

"Right below us," Sharita replied dryly.

Harriett Hewes didn't seem to understand. "What does that mean, 'below us'?"

"Just what I said. The Beast is trying to get on board."

Now the pounding came from the area of the ground hatch. The Jet's weapons couldn't reach the Beast.

Sharita stood next to the pilot's seat and pulled the holo display closer to her. Geometric figures formed in rapid succession, then a stylized image of the Space-Jet appeared.

The shriek of ripping metal echoed through the ship. "The Beast is managing to get on board." Catchpole had left the pilot's seat so Sharita could sit in it and now stood in front of the weapon cabinet. He took out the components for a wide-barreled fusion grenade-thrower the length of his arm along with a second complete ammunition magazine. "And if it's the last thing I do," he growled, as though it was a curse, "I'm going to take that monster to hell with me. I owe it to Teodoro."

Sharita didn't answer him. She watched as he checked the ammunition feed, crossed himself hastily, and looked again in her direction.

"I can understand how the old Lemurians must have felt. But they had millions of these Beasts against them."

Now they could hear the whining of the energy storage banks prematurely switched to full load. Catchpole paused at the control center doorway once more.

"I'm switching to paralysis mode," Harriett Hewes announced for what Sharita realized was the second time. "That way we can put that Beast out of the way at least temporarily."

Sharita hadn't responded to the first call. Now, too, she hesitated, concentrating only on the take-off procedure. The crew had waited years for such an auxiliary spacecraft. Hayden had finally achieved the seemingly impossible, even obtaining a ship that was more modern than the PALENQUE. Without appropriate hypnotraining, probably everyone in the crew except for Pearl Laneaux would have had trouble with it at first.

"No paralysis!" Sharita exclaimed as the Space-Jet lifted off. "Do you want to knock me and Crest out, too?"

The streams of particles tore up the ground and sent fireworks spraying on all sides. But they could be seen only for a few seconds, and then the Jet had already gained noticeable altitude.

Catchpole came back into the control center. He must have turned back halfway. "The Beast is still there!" he exclaimed in disbelief. "It's insane!"

"It must be hanging on somewhere," Sharita replied. "At least we don't have any loss of pressure."

Now the Space-Jet had reached an altitude of twenty kilometers, leaving the PALENQUE's landing place far behind. The connection to the mother ship via helmetcom had already been broken off and they could hear only the meaningless noise of interference.

"We've got to get rid of it!" Catchpole exclaimed.

Sharita didn't reply. Altitude fifty miles. She forced the as yet unnamed Space-Jet into horizontal flight. She still hadn't activated the defense shield although the on-board computer reminded her of it. All the while, the Space-Jet trailed a pale wake of ionized gases behind it.

A Halutian could survive for hours in the vacuum of space without a protective suit. Sharita assumed that also applied to the Beasts, since they were the ancestors of the Halutians. Although the noises from the area of the ground hatch had grown fainter, the Beast was still there—an astonishing accomplishment, especially when Sharita considered the black-skinned giant's injuries. Even a combat robot couldn't act any more stubbornly. Sharita wondered if all Beasts were capable of such extreme performance with no concern at all for their personal well-being, or only special types. Would Icho Tolot have demonstrated such toughness as well?

Hyperdetection indication.

The Space-Jet had been detected by an unidentified station and was being tracked.

Sharita instinctively pulled the spacecraft off its course and pushed it lower again.

The thermobeam shot, fired by a ground fort, missed the discus by only a few thousand meters. In relation to the high speed, it wasn't even a hairsbreadth.

Sharita reacted without thinking. The Jet hurtled back into the lower levels of the atmosphere on a zigzag course. The paratron shield had formed automatically; two grazing shots made dark cracks appear that diverted the energy into hyperspace. The force-field load hit ninety-five percent.

The builders of this Jet hadn't changed the tried and trusted fire-control system. Sharita handled the controls precisely and without compromise with the syntron taking care of most of the work.

Target acquisition.

Loading of the Transform shell—its caliber equal to the firepower of the PALENQUE.

"We won't make it," Catchpole moaned.

Sharita didn't answer. Perhaps thirty seconds had passed since the first salvo, but the Space-Jet was already unable to escape the enemy's tracking. At a rate of one a second, thermobeams struck the defense shield, which flickered and discolored.

Load indication: 100 percent, 103 ... 106 ... Warning zone. Sharita ignored the howling red alarm. In the next moment, she tilted the Space-Jet and sent it shooting straight up once more. In the Transform cannon's system holo, the readouts for velocity, course, and target acquisition blurred together as the numbers changed at dizzying speed.

Collapse of the defense shield. The next beam that struck would destroy the spacecraft.

The warhead silently dematerialized, detonated, and materialized in the same fraction of a second precisely on target. Sharita had the terrifying feeling that time had stopped. She saw the flash far below her, saw a blazing thermobeam streak upwards, but this time the Space-Jet was spared.

Behind the discus, the planetary surface broke open. Like a bubble, the ground under the Beast base bulged upwards. Cracks appeared in the thinning crust, then the inferno of the explosion burst through and expanded in a spreading circle. At the edges of that circle, columns of flame stabbed upwards, signs of secondary explosions.

A new shell for the Transform cannon was loaded and ready to fire. Sharita signaled for Catchpole to wait.

Following the debris hurled high into the atmosphere was a dense cloud that rose over the base like an enormous mushroom. Seething flame mixed with blackness.

The Space-Jet would not be attacked again. Sharita pulled it back into a sweeping arc.

That was the moment when Crest Julian Catchpole realized that they had lost their stowaway. "We'll probably never know whether the Beast simply fell off or was killed by the energy discharges when the shield collapsed."

"I don't really want to know." Sharita said, looking at the prospector with weary resignation. "What's happening on this planet is out of our league."

Catchpole nodded. "Way out."

The mushroom cloud stood like a grim monument over the land. Sharita steered the Space-Jet in a wide curve towards it. "Even so, we have to see about the base! The PALENQUE isn't leaving Gorbas IV until we know what happened to our people."

She noticed that Catchpole was about to reply, but he bit off his response at the last moment.

"And if that's what we have to do," she went on, "I want to at least be certain."

The sun still stood above the horizon, but with its fading light it was powerless against the early night that spread along with the smoke.

No new enemy detection, no hostile fire. Sharita slowed the Space-Jet.

The landscape below the discus had been rocky, not mountainous but strewn with chains of low hills. In the lush vegetation now gaped large burning areas, and the raging inferno was spreading. It was here that the thickest smoke billowed, making any observation in the normal visual range impossible.

The infrared sensors showed the Transform explosion's crater in full detail. It was enormous, measuring more than 400 meters in diameter, although not a precise circle. It was also nearly 200 meters deep.

"That wasn't just our bomb," Sharita said. "The Beasts' power plants and energy storage banks must have exploded as well."

"That means that whatever was down there didn't survive the chaos."

"I hope so." Sharita suddenly seemed just as shocked as the prospector. "But I also hope that our people weren't down there, either."

 

The landscape north of the PALENQUE's landing place could not be recognized at first glance. A waving green forest more than fifteen meters high stretched for kilometers. The plants, as thick as a man's arm, grew close together, and their upper thirds split into a spray of long, slender fronds. The remains of the two funnel-shaped teleporter columns had disappeared within the foliage. The container from which Levian Paronn had made his grand entrance on Gorbas IV had now collapsed in on itself. Although lost to sight in the vegetation, the container and the other debris could still be registered by hyperdetection. Without some kind of technical assistance, passage through the underbrush was now impossible.

Only beneath the PALENQUE, where the hull had blocked the rain shower, was the vegetation somewhat thinner. At the same time, a light green layer had formed on the 200-meter sphere itself, and stalks as tall as a man were growing even on the equatorial rim.

During the flight to the PALENQUE, Catchpole had been keeping an eye on the external surveillance monitor. He shook his head. "I've seen an awful lot in my years as a prospector, but never this kind of extreme plant growth before now. This stuff even grows on bare steel."

Their spacesuits also showed a moss-like green layer where the raindrops had dripped off.

"The lower hangar door is being opened," Pearl Laneaux reported.

"I requested a disinfection," Sharita reminded her.

"The ray shower is being activated." Pearl appeared as a small hologram just thirty centimeters high above the pilot's console. "Disinfection and sterilization will be provided as soon as you step out. Sharita, you should have sent us your real-time recordings. We followed the fireworks reasonably well on hyperdetection, but everyone is more than anxious to hear what you have to report."

"You won't like it."

The Space-Jet entered the hangar and touched down moments later. The hangar monitoring system had already noted the damage to one landing leg but didn't consider it to be serious. The syntronic voice of the hangar control now reported with a damage analysis and offered to further stabilize the auxiliary craft with a projected energy field. The report was passed on to the chief engineer at the same time.

The bottom hatch jammed. When they finally managed to open it halfway after several attempts, it became apparent that the Beast had managed to punch through the outer layer of the hull and cling to the internal structure.

"I don't want to ever have those creatures as an enemy," Catchpole said.

"Don't we already?" Sharita replied.

Together they went through decontamination and disinfection, called "debugging" in the jargon of the prospectors. This procedure was standard on unexplored planets. The question remained whether, despite all precautions, a completely alien pathogen might one day slip past, immune to the sterilization rays. Such a risk could never be entirely dismissed.

Minutes later, Sharita and Catchpole entered the PALENQUE's control center. The eyes of everyone present were trained on them.

"There are days," Sharita began without any preamble, "that you would prefer to erase from the memory banks. Like today, the 29th of April. Now that it's just before midnight, we can only hope no other catastrophe will strike us." She had activated the intercom. Her words were broadcast throughout the ship, and listening to her were all the technicians and prospectors who were either in their cabins or tinkering with the crawlers, or perhaps recording the so far slight profits of the expedition. "Since I've commanded the PALENQUE, I've always placed the lives and health of the crew above everything else, even over the profits that might have been gained. Now what I've always feared has happened once again. After the crew of Crawler IX a few weeks ago, we have once more lost someone from our company. Teodoro Franty was a good prospector who understood his trade. He died in battle with a menace that should no longer exist. The First Officer has informed me that his remains will be brought on board by a crawler and placed in the cold storage chamber. Teodoro will be given an honorable burial in space." She paused briefly. The crew members—and the prospectors who spent nearly their entire lives among the stars in particular—believed in a creator that stood over everything, no matter what name or term the various races might give it. Prospectors who risked their lives so frequently tended to be conservative. Perhaps, Sharita thought, they could not endure their privation-filled lives any other way. They look death in the eye often enough.

"The LAS-TOOR remains in geostationary orbit as before," the com officer said.

Sharita nodded. "I'm aware of that. I need a conference connection with the LAS-TOOR. Encrypted so the enemy can't listen in. I don't want to say so just yet, but it's possible that from this moment on we are in a state of war."

A few minutes later, the crews of both ships saw the visual recordings of the Space-Jet along with its hyperdetection scan data. There had been some syntronic editing and processing to make the entire sequence of events more clear.

The Space-Jet had flown into the crater that the Transform explosion had left behind. The images gave the impression of a flight into hell. An abyss of fire and smoke seemed to open up and draw the discus into the depths. The visual image alone showed only huge pieces of debris, collapsed floor segments, and glowing molten matter.

The succession of images revealed a multitude of rooms of various heights, all devastated by the shockwaves of the explosions detonating one after another. Tangles of steel beams were everywhere.

Sharita chose not to make any comments, which would have been unnecessary anyway given the rapid series of one picture of horror after another. This had not been an Akonian installation originally but a base for the Beasts.

The image shimmered for a moment. Sharita had fired the Space-Jet's disintegrator guns. Steel plates wedged against each other were stripped of their molecular cohesion and drifted away as dust.

Protected by its re-formed paratron shield, the Jet penetrated one of the deeper levels. There was no resistance. The energy supply for the entire installation had been knocked out. Total darkness reigned.

Suddenly the level opened up into an enormous hall. The structure of the walls showed that this was a natural cavern that had been enlarged and reinforced in places. But it was not the cavern itself that evoked exclamations of surprise.

The power supply was still intact within the cavern. Gleaming black sphere-shaped hulls stood here in endless rows.

Spacecraft!

In all stages of construction.

Not just hundreds but several thousand. No end to the cavern could be seen.

Material transporters moved among the spacespheres. In an uninterrupted series, monstrous cargo platforms floated along and delivered prefabricated hull sections or, for more advanced stages of assembly, the machinery to be installed inside.

The Beasts were nowhere to be seen. Everything ran completely automatically.

"Combat spacecraft," Jere tan Baloy said. His voice trembled audibly. "But where are the Beasts that are going to fly these ships?"

"We don't know," Sharita replied. "Not yet. At least we can be relatively certain in assuming that the only operational Beast ships so far have already been destroyed. Otherwise they would have attacked us again."

"That means this assembly plant has been functioning for only a short time?" Pearl Laneaux asked.

Sharita nodded, looking depressed. "Presumably since the beginning of March, since the first hypercom signal was transmitted by a star ark. This base probably dates from the distant past, from the time of the Great War of the Beasts against the Lemurians."

She let her words take effect, then continued only when no objection came even from on board the LAS-TOOR.

"I'm working on the assumption that there are several such bases that have been concealed up until now. Combat spacecraft are probably being mass-produced non-stop in all of them."

"And somewhere umpteen thousand Beasts are waiting to take these ships into battle," Catchpole added. His voice sent a cold chill down everyone's spine. "It'll be bad news for the Galaxy when this swarm of Beasts is let loose. They haven't recovered from their defeat of long ago."

"We have to destroy the assembly plant!" Jere tan Baloy exclaimed. "It's our holy duty. I'll put my life and the lives of my crew on the line ... "

"Due to some fit of insanity that won't help anyone?" Sharita demanded. Her tone didn't allow for any arguments. "Now isn't the time for lunatics who throw their common sense overboard because of age-old traumas, but for military planning. We need more information—that's the crucial element, Jere. Besides, I don't want it to be said that I left Perry Rhodan and Icho Tolot in the lurch, to say nothing of my own crew members."

"Perhaps you are right," tan Baloy said.

"Perhaps? I'm absolutely right! The past is awakening in front of our eyes, Jere."

"An accursed evil past," the Akonian said.
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"Lemurians are like animals."

Ion Lissos had no reason to doubt that statement of the Old One, Necc Magot. Anyone who, like Magot, had fought against the Time Criminals at the risk of his own existence understood him.

A new battle was in the offing. This time, it was clear to Lissos, the war would be fought to its ultimate conclusion. Either victory or defeat had to be total; there was no alternative.

After Rhodan's interrogation, he had actually considered for a moment that Lemurians might have changed. If they had retained their propensity for rapid and unrestrained reproduction, the time span of more than 50,000 years meant a succession of at least 15,000 generations. That would have led to changes in their genetic make-up, perhaps even to the realization that it was wrong to experiment with time.

Time, Lissos' overbrain observed, can never be a friend. Of anyone. It is always the enemy. The most terrible enemy of all.

There was no reason to doubt that.

Lissos thought of the interrogation he had conducted. He had been disappointed and angered. Because Rhodan had been completely oblivious as to what it was all about. Lissos could have killed the man but he had still not learned anything of importance.

The more he thought about it, the more he became aware of a disquieting annoyance as well. Rhodan, that weak and diminutive Lemurian descendant, had somehow managed to confuse him. Lissos wondered how powerful these fragile two-armed creatures actually thought they were. Why did they compensate for their physical weakness with these delusions of grandeur that led them to reach for time itself?

They had learned nothing, as though time had passed them by without leaving a trace.

And it was precisely that which placed them on a level with the animals from which they had evolved. They followed only their instinct instead of using their intelligence.

The proof of that was now at hand. The information seemed both so monstrous and so overwhelming to Lissos that he would have liked nothing better than to fly in the first attack. But it was for that very reason that it was imperative not to rush anything. The awakening of all the Righteous Ones was progressing slowly, and many activities were still being carried out only by the Old Ones.

Several arsenals had still not been heard from. Either they had been destroyed or they were not communicating for more mundane reasons. Perhaps these depots had not even received the activation signal that had been transmitted at regular intervals since its first broadcast.

But all that would soon be clarified.

The alert that a surface hangar had been opened drew Lissos' attention. That was one of the assembly plant hangars in which the first thousand fast combat ships waited for action.

For a moment he even feared an intrusion by a Lemurian raiding party. Possibly the team had come through time with the mission to destroy the Paggosh Arsenal before the forces waiting here could be deployed. In a surge of rage, Lissos clenched all four fists, but then an illuminated text message appeared: Reconnaissance mission beginning in two units. Purpose: Acquisition of information regarding current conditions in the galaxy. Then followed the names of the participants: the two Old Ones that were active along with Necc Magot and five of the newborn Righteous of Time.

Lissos shook himself. Had things come to the point that he suspected the work of the Lemurians behind any irregularity? They could not approach Paggosh without being detected by the near-space surveillance systems. Even the Lemurians of today were not all-powerful.

He turned two eyes to the monitor for the prisoners' room. Rhodan had implied that Lemurians and Halutians now lived together without fighting. Virtually the same interpretation could be derived from the Neo-Lemurians' com messages during the capture operation.

The two-armers huddled apathetically on the floor. Instead of trying everything they could to escape, they had resigned themselves to their situation. Lissos didn't understand that. The longer they waited, the more hopeless it became for them.

That meant Magot had accurately described them. This was how animals behaved. First frightened and violently resisting because they knew nothing other than their freedom. But after the initial resistance, their will soon broke, and then they adapted to their captivity. Their instinct to escape faded because they gradually accepted their new surroundings as normal. The satisfaction of simple bodily requirements had precedence over everything else.

Lissos wondered what would happen if he changed the external parameters. He could alter the ambient temperature, the composition of the air, or simply withhold nutriment or liquid. Probably a new escape reflex would then be observed for a short time.

But where lay the threshold at which resignation and adaptation transformed into belligerent behavior? Crossing it would undoubtedly be irreversible and lead to the Lemurians tearing themselves apart.

Lissos' scientific interest in the Neo-Lemurians was awakened. He clearly recognized that it was not enough merely to injure one of them. The female creature was concerned about Rhodan; even someone who was not familiar with the Time Criminals could draw that conclusion. After the injured one's return, the woman had removed his spacesuit, then stanched his bleeding and bound his wounds with improvised materials. To top it off, she had asked her fellow prisoners to help as well.

So was it her and not Rhodan who had command authority? Lissos decided to subject the woman to the next interrogation. That was logical.

Something changed. An inarticulate moaning expressing acute pain could be heard.

One of the captives lifted himself on his forearms. "The captain is in pain! Give him a new injection, Janna!" The translator installed between Lissos and the prisoners' room increased the audibility of the thin voice.

So Janna was the woman's name. She stood up, went over to Rhodan, and knelt next to him. She felt his face with one hand.

Did that mean that the man who had been silent up to now was the leader? Lissos stiffened. He hoped he would now have an opportunity to learn the truth at last.

Janna reached into Rhodan's spacesuit, withdrew a rod-shaped instrument, and pressed it against his neck. Lissos had long been convinced that it was that bodily part on which the head sat that was the most delicate. Nerve strands, arteries, everything ran out of anatomical necessity through that little-protected area.

The moaning ceased. Rhodan reached with one hand for the woman's arm, wanting to get up, but he immediately sank back again.

Then it appeared that the woman had discovered the optical surveillance pickup. She suddenly stared at Lissos with her two small, closely spaced eyes. "Our captain will die if we can't help him," she gasped. "Do something, you Beasts!" She screamed the last sentence at him.

Lissos noted her increasing anger and that her voice had become louder. But he didn't answer.

Then Janna turned to her companions. "We've got to get out of here!" she snapped at the two. "What are we really waiting for? It'd be better if we died trying to escape than letting them kill us in the interrogations."

"How can we ... ?"

"Find a way! Dammit, find one or we'll all die!"

At last, although rather belatedly, they seemed to have been frightened out of their lethargy. If all the two-armers reacted like that, they were hardly a danger as opponents any longer. Lissos reasoned that the initial, cautious waiting could be ascribed to the desire for self-preservation, which in turn was tied in with the Neo-Lemurians' physical weakness. It was completely the wrong behavior pattern, of course. It wasn't the weakest who had to survive but the strongest individual who possessed the best characteristics.

He shouldn't expect logic from a race that experimented with time, however. Lissos turned his attention once more to the hypercom message. It came from the Serkhen Arsenal, one of the few planets with which there was contact.

The compressed signal had been expanded and transposed. Up to now only Lissos had seen the complete version. It confirmed all fears.

"The descendants of the Lemurians are like vermin," announced an Old One named Garm Hesset. "Since the beginning of my second life on Serkhen, I have been confronted with them and their spacecraft. They are easy to destroy, however. After fifty-two days, all preparations have long since been underway. The factories are producing at full capacity and the Construction is being put in order."

A visual sequence followed. Lissos recognized the assemblage of two funnel-shaped components—this knowledge had been imparted to him during his growth period.

The image made him shudder. It radiated an unspeakable menace. He might have almost been tempted to harden his physical structure. True, that would make him largely insensitive to external influences, but he still could not survive changes in time itself. No one could.

What he saw was a Lemurian time machine.

"This Construction," Garm Hesset said, "will also convict the Neo-Lemurians of being Time Criminals. As soon as they come to change time, the second war will begin. It will again be a just war, but this time we will be victorious."

We will indeed! Lissos agreed in his thoughts. Death to all Time Criminals!

Only a short sequence followed after that. It had shaken him to his innermost being and not even his overbrain had been spared. We knew it, was all that perfect organic computer had to say. The Lemurians will never change.

Again he heard the Old One's distorted voice. "They have come," Hesset announced. The image instantly changed to that of a group of Lemurians. Not only that, but with them was a Righteous One of Time. A traitor, one of those who were called Halutians by the Lemurian descendants. Halute had always been the Righteous Ones' main planet.

Lissos' reaction wasn't any less appalled than when he had received the message a few minutes before. The Lemurians had attempted to annihilate his race with their time experiments. Had they been successful, they would have killed the last of the Righteous Ones.

We were forced to defend ourselves—and we are again, Lissos realized, depressed. Otherwise we would not have been awakened.

After more than fifty millennia, the population of Lemurians had recovered so much that once again they were attempting to gain mastery.

Lissos made a com connection with Necc Magot. The Old One was on his way through the expanses of the Arsenal, attending to his supervisory responsibilities. Fifty thousand Righteous Ones would soon exit their breeding tanks. The weapons for them lay ready in the depots. Even if their ships had to leave the dark planet immediately in order to make place for the next generation of troops, the nearby galactic environment offered enough possibilities for concealing a secret fleet deployment. Paggosh had emerged from the original protective nebula over time, similar conditions would probably apply to many of the other bases.

Magot responded quickly. He stolidly listened to what Lissos had to say, though clenching his fists. At the conclusion, he made a gesture of agreement. "I will call all those responsible into the conference room," he said. "I expect you there as well in four units."

Lissos' gaze wandered back to the captives' surveillance monitor. The wall had opened and he saw a Righteous One enter the room. It was Onk Pellew. He went to one of the two men, reaching out lightning-fast and seizing him. He ignored the protests of the others, waved aside the second Lemurian who leaped at him with another ultra-fast movement, turned, and left.

"You damned Beasts!" Janna exclaimed after him. "Why won't you talk with us? All you know is force, nothing else!"

As though frozen, she stood there with both arms half-raised. Lissos wondered if it was a gesture of a threat—perhaps she knew already about the attempt to capture the time machine—or perhaps it was only a sign of helplessness. The Lemurians' ambiguity could hardly be any more evident.

Only when the wall had closed once more did Janna run to the man who had been knocked by the blow all the way across the room. He continued to lay crumpled where he fell, as though any motivation to go on living had been knocked out of him as well. When the woman supported him, he staggered to his feet, but after just two steps he collapsed again.

"I hope the star plague rots your guts out!" the woman gasped, looking around. If she'd had a weapon, Lissos was certain that she would have fired it wildly in every direction as though possessed.

She abruptly stopped. Her facial expression changed, along with her voice. In the span of a moment, she calmed down to a level of serenity that was hard to believe compared to the state in which she had been just before.

"Perry Rhodan will bring you to justice for your crimes," she said, so softly that Lissos could barely still understand her. "He and Tolot will ... kick you in the ass so hard you won't know what hit you!"

She suddenly laughed, laughed until she slowly sank to her knees. Only then did she grow quiet.

Lissos could no longer explain this behavior. Possibly Janna had lost her mind.

Something else struck him as strange. The name Tolot had come up during the interrogation, and he had classified the Halutian as a traitor. That the woman referred to the Righteous Ones of Time as Beasts was the result of Lemurian propaganda. But that she believed Perry Rhodan in particular would step in against the Righteous Ones—the phrase kick you in the ass bothered him because it did not seem to describe any logical procedure—the man who still lay injured and bent double ... that escaped his understanding.

 

Tense silence filled the conference room after the recording from the Serkhen Arsenal had ended.

Necc Magot looked around triumphantly, as though he had just received news that the war against the Neo-Lemurians had been concluded with the final annihilation of the enemy. Even so, the first of the great space battles that loomed ahead had not even begun. Lissos wondered what led the Old One to such confidence. His behavior was based on nothing other than determining that the preliminary forecasts had been shown to be accurate.

There were ten Righteous Ones who guided the fortunes of the Paggosh Arsenal at the moment, and Necc Magot was the leader due to his experience. All others, like Ion Lissos himself, relied on the knowledge that had been imparted to them.

"Will there be changes in our plan once there is contact with other arsenals?" Vel Utan asked.

"No," Magot replied. "Our battle tactics are based on the experiences of the first war against the Lemurian Great Tamanium. We know that little has changed because the Neo-Lemurians' spacesphere was destroyed. The virtually unchanged construction of their spacecraft leads to the conclusion that they consider this design practical and optimal."

"Is it not the same for us?" someone asked without being called on.

Magot turned reluctantly to the speaker. "That is so," he answered, slightly irritated. "I expect, by the way, that questions will be asked only after a complete presentation of the data." His gaze swept over the gathered individuals. "Ship design and tactics corresponded closely in the past. I assume that it is much the same now. From what is known based on our previous experience, we can calculate how the Lemurian fleets will behave. They will have combat squadrons because a race that manipulates time will inevitably create enemies.

"We ourselves will have a large number of soldiers available in the end phase. The loss of individual arsenals was taken into account in the plan. Stellar catastrophes could be to blame as much as the premature discovery of a base by the Lemurians. This risk seemed very small when planning began but it was still present. Not every star shows signs of when it will incinerate its planets. In the event that some arsenals are destroyed, the breeding tanks in other arsenals will make up for the losses." Magot crossed both pairs of arms as a sign that he was now awaiting the participation of the others.

Vel Utan spoke up again. "The assembly plants have been producing at full speed since the first wake-up signal. Our spacecraft are a design that has not been put into action before now."

"They are fast and powerful," Necc Magot added, "and above all, well-armed."

"I wonder, however," Utan said, "if our weaponry is up to current standards. Has a long period of development perhaps passed us by?"

The first signs of unease appeared, which the Old One brought to a halt with an imperious gesture. "Anyone who takes that question seriously," he replied thunderously, "is not worthy of standing here. I reserve the right to replace him with more capable Righteous Ones. Vel Utan, I refer you to Garm Hesset's words: ' ... they are easy to destroy, however.' Even so, the armament of our fighting ships consists of the best materials available at the time the arsenals were established. Including technology derived from the Lemurians such as counterfield beamers, which will now help us destabilize the Time Criminals' defense shields.

"None of us could say at the time if we would sleep for 45,000 Lemurian years or 55,000 or more. That was by no means disregarded. War spurs the technological development of any race. We could not foresee if the Lemurians would wage any more wars or how many, and what technological progress they would make in arms development as a result. Several arsenals have the task of conducting an analysis. They are optimally equipped for that and for the duplication of weapons that fall into our hands."

"Do we have contact with those arsenals?"

"Ion Lissos can best answer that."

"No," Lissos said. "Not with all."

"With how many?"

"Four so far."

"Only over com or by teleporter now?"

The teleporters of Lemurian design—their energy emission signatures could not be immediately identified as those of the enemy—were intended for rapid troop movements. While each base had a balance of spacecraft production and breeding tanks, losses in the breeding program seemed more conceivable than a failure of the automated factories.

"There has been no reason to activate the teleporters at present," Lissos explained.

"That would still be only a matter of moving the problem somewhere else, not solving it," someone objected.

"I have already stated that personnel losses can be recovered," the Old One exclaimed. "By accelerating maturation time. That, too, is a Lemurian invention we are using to our advantage. A research station existed on a fragment of their destroyed planet, Zeut. The Time Criminals worked there for a long time on shortening their maturation process. Growth of a biologically mature Lemurian still took eight of their Lemurian weeks. By accepting certain risks, this time period could be shortened to five days."

"Why didn't they make a devastating strike on our fleets with that enormous potential at the time?"

"They did not withdraw from experiments with time," the Old One replied pointedly, "but they probably did draw the line at duplicating themselves in such unrestrained profusion. Accordingly modified, this genetic modulation could of course be used by us Righteous Ones."

"Then losses could be in fact very rapidly overcome ... What we do not know is whether this process has already been employed."

"The modulation systems were installed in two arsenals," Magot explained. "The planets concerned are Serkhen and Nyghas. Genetic acceleration has not yet been employed since there was no need for it during the inactive period, but it is available. As soon as the first wave of newly born Righteous Ones has left the breeding tanks ... "

"When were the tanks first supplied with genetic material?" Vel Utan demanded, not paying attention to the angry look the Old One gave him for this new interruption. "If that happened after the awakening signal, we who were activated first did not grow normally after all."

Magot seemed to want to pass over the subject, but doing so would not satisfy several Righteous Ones. "Details are unimportant," he then said. "All tanks were supplied even before the arsenals were sealed."

"The considerable loss of fellow warriors in the first phase was possibly the result of that." Lissos had not wanted to make himself conspicuous with statements that further provoked Magot's irritation. Why he did so anyway, he could not explain. "I am, of course, assuming that this problem will no longer be a factor," he added in appeasement.

"And it will not!" Magot declared. "From now on, all new Righteous Ones will leave their tanks. Of course, there may be individual losses."

Lissos widened his eyelids a little more. Something about the answer bothered him although not even his overbrain could say what. A strange feeling had come over him ...

Feelings?

He growled in annoyance. That he had suddenly allowed himself to be distracted startled him. Nonetheless, he had a clear goal before him: the struggle against the Time Criminals. Everything else was secondary.

"Why do the Neo-Lemurians know the location of the Serkhen Arsenal?" he heard himself ask.

"They did not know it," Magot said. "Their attention was drawn to it by the Old Ones' premature activities."

"But ... the Old Ones especially must be aware that our attack plan would be endangered if the Lemurians have a chance to react to it early enough."

"The discovery of Serkhen was part of our plan."

"I do not see any sense in that." Now it was Vel Utan who spoke.

"It would have been sufficient to destroy the time machine," Lissos protested. "Any potential threat must be eliminated as soon as possible."

"We needed proof," Magot said in a superior tone. "Therefore the time machine was transported to our arsenal planet ... " 

"Righteous Ones did that?" Lissos reacted in complete confusion at the moment. "Why? And why Serkhen?"

The Old One laughed hollowly. "Any arsenal would have been suitable for it. Serkhen was chosen at random. In any case, it had to be made certain that the Time Criminals used their machine only once. We would have prevented any further attempt."

"Would have?" Lissos closed his eyelids to narrow slits, through which he directed a challenging stare at the Old One.

"It was probably not necessary," Magot said. "After one of the group of Lemurians went into the past—a traitorous Halutian by the name of Icho Tolot—Hesset would have taken the others prisoner."

Again that name: Tolot. The prisoner had mentioned it in connection with Perry Rhodan.

"Your lack of comprehension oozes from every pore of your head, Ion Lissos," Magot said. "The same is true for the majority of all present here." His voice dripped with arrogance.

"What really happened?" Lissos demanded, flaring up. "I don't understand how ... "

"You criticize?" Moving with incredible agility, the Old One threw himself forward. His manipulation arms shoved aside two Righteous Ones who stood in his way. His chest arms slammed against Lissos, who didn't even make an attempt to defend himself.

Instead, Lissos retreated a step. Hesitantly, he took another, then leaned over forwards and rested on all four arms. That was the gesture of submission. Without it Magot would have challenged him to a duel.

While the Old One was half a head shorter than Lissos, he was very large. Moreover, Lissos didn't dare underestimate the experience of his great age. He believed that Magot would have killed him very quickly. The brief duel following his awakening had been nothing other than a training work-out; the other Righteous Ones had verified that.

Rumbling, Magot turned his back to him.

"It was in the ninety-seventh year of the War," the Old One said, his voice roaring through the room. "Hork Nomas, the much-honored commander of our Fourth Fleet, penetrated all the way to Lemur while suffering heavy losses. On the very mother world of the Time Criminals itself, they found one of us. He called himself Icho Tolot and claimed that he and his archaeological team had discovered a time machine on a planet in the galactic center. When he used it, he was transported to Lemur. Can there be better proof who had constructed this time machine?

"Icho Tolot spoke of coming from a time that lay more than 50,000 years after the end of the War. The Time Criminals, he claimed, had been defeated by our fleets, exterminated, and forgotten forever."

"But instead we see that this is not the case ... " An indignant gesture by the Old One silenced the speaker who had interrupted him. His name was Murrn Hoks.

"The soldiers realized that a Lemurian had also made use of the time machine. Tolot spoke of a scientist who had traveled into the past just as he himself had materialized from the future. And that led to a terrible suspicion: a time crime. Of course, to make the War turn in another direction and annihilate the First Guardians of Time. Although we Righteous Ones were often only used by the masters, we could not allow that. We ourselves would have been the next victims.

"Commander Nomas had the time machine disassembled and taken on board his flagship to a base planet. There, the Halutian Tolot must have put the time machine in operation again and sent one of our light cruisers into the past, to that time in which the Lemurian had fled. The crew was supposed to stop the criminal before he could manipulate the past."

"The plan succeeded," Lissos concluded. "Otherwise we would not be standing here. Names like that of Hork Nomas must not be allowed to be forgotten." He suppressed the rest of what was on his mind. The Old One would not be at all pleased by the question that naturally followed.

"Icho Tolot saw to it that the time machine was damaged," Magot continued. "He himself fled in a second light cruiser. We pronounced the death sentence on him, but never tracked him down. Still, he could not return to his own time."

"We are now in his time," Lissos said. "The captives are familiar with the Halutian."

"That is true," the Old One agreed. "Or rather it was true until Icho Tolot went from the Serkhen Arsenal into the past. Only the Lemurians could not follow him because Garm Hesset prevented them from doing so."

"Then the Neo-Lemurians have not committed a time crime," Lissos concluded.

"That is unimportant!" the Old One snapped at him. "They had the intention."

"Without us they would not have had even the opportunity of doing so," Lissos insisted.

"If not on Serkhen, then on another planet. They constructed this time machine."

"But deep in the past."

"I fail to see how that makes any difference," Magot rumbled.

"Commander Nomas would have been able to destroy the fateful machine in the past." Lissos broke off momentarily; his overbrain had provided him with a decisive point. "The time machine was damaged by Tolot's manipulations?" he asked, pressing further. "Who put it back in order?"

"Garm Hesset. In the Serkhen Arsenal."

"Then we are the ones responsible. We conveyed the time machine into this era."

Now the Old One laughed resoundingly. "Without a functioning machine we could not prove to the Lemurian descendants that they wanted to commit a time crime."

"But they did not even know that this time machine existed." Lissos gnashed his teeth. "Tolot and the others were only drawn to the Serkhen Arsenal by our activities."

Magot didn't pursue the matter. "Ion Lissos, I want you to contact Garm Hesset by hypercom. He is to bring the captive Time Criminals to Paggosh. Himself, personally." A little more softly, he added, "I regret only that we could not capture that Halutian. But we will also exterminate his kind because I do not tolerate traitors!"

 

The hypercom signal was received: the automatic, ultra-short confirmation by the Serkhen Arsenal showed it clearly. Even so, direct contact was not accepted. Nor was there any other response.

It was likely that Garm Hesset had all his hands full. Of course the Old One would pay close attention to the Neo-Lemurians. And if the Righteous Ones of Time left their breeding tanks on that planet only one or two days earlier than elsewhere, then a quarter of a million soldiers were in the process of boarding their combat ships and taking off. They had to be equipped and instructed as first priority.

Lissos transmitted the signal once more.

And then waited in vain.

He had noticed Onk Pellew wasn't at the conference. So Pellew was still occupied with the interrogation. Lissos no longer believed, however, that just one of the captive Lemurian descendants would reveal significant information. They were extremely stubborn. Not as though their lives were worth nothing at all to them, but ... They hate us! he suddenly realized.

Hate. That was an emotional description. But emotions, the Righteous One knew, obscured one's view of what was important.

We hunt these fragile beings down and kill them, he considered. Do we hate them? Are we capable of such emotions?

Although his overbrain protested against this unnecessary waste of time, he probed his inner being. He did so without knowing what he was seeking. Nor did he find anything, other than an emptiness that was difficult to describe, a boundary that he could not pass.

Did what lay beyond that barrier interest him? No, it does not, he admitted to himself in reply. But he then realized that he wasn't completely certain of that.

The Lemurians, and especially their descendants, were like weeds that overgrew all the other planets and choked them. Their time crimes robbed other races of their existence. That was why they had to die.

Lissos again activated the captive surveillance monitor. The holoscreen stabilized more slowly than the sound. A gurgling, half-strangled cry could be heard. It was the voice of the female creature.

Janna crouched on the floor, partly bent over a motionless body. She had concerned herself in a similar way with Rhodan after his interrogation. But—and Lissos saw the difference very quickly—the man whom she had grasped under the arms with her hands and pulled towards her was dead. His arms hung limply and the head rolled from one side to the other as though there was hardly anything left to hold it in place. Blood oozed from his mouth.

The woman shrieked again. "Kill us now, you Beasts! All of us! To hell with you!"

Onk Pellew was on the point of exiting the room. Just then, he stopped, turned around, and stamped back. Lissos saw the flash in his eyes as he lifted his upper lip and exposed his teeth. He saw the woman, her face now smeared with blood, draw back in terror. Still she did not let go of the dead man. Lissos briefly thought that she wanted to use the cadaver as a shield, but she dragged it along with her as though she had to take it to safety. She pushed herself to one side along the floor, staring at Pellew with wide eyes.

"Beasts!" she gasped. "Beasts!"

Lissos believed he could hear contempt in that voice.

Pellew bent down only slightly. His right manipulation arm swung around, and with an abrupt motion he tore the corpse away from the woman and hurled it carelessly across the room.

Janna went silent as Pellew clenched his fists and pulled his arm back to strike her.

"Pellew!" Lissos said sharply. "Leave the woman alone! I will deal with her and I need her alive."

Pellew's face twisted. He reared up with a jerk and turned to the concealed optical pickup. "Who is intervening in my affairs?" he demanded in a roar.

"I am. Ion Lissos."

The rumbling emanating from deep in Pellew's throat expressed displeasure. "You had your opportunity." His gaze swept the floor and halted on the two men. One of them staggered to his feet, as though he wanted to leap at Pellew with his bare fists. That was Rhodan, Lissos saw. He couldn't raise his left arm but he clenched his right hand into a fist. He actually staggered towards Pellew, took a clumsy step, then a second, and finally collapsed as though struck by lightning.

Pellew roared with laughter. "I don't understand how these weaklings could defy us for so long."

"Neither do I," Lissos admitted. "But we will find out. I ask that you not touch any of them again until new captives are brought here!"

"New weaklings?"

"Lemurians of the present era, whose lack of physical damage is very important to Necc Magot. They will be transferred from the Serkhen Arsenal to us."

Pellew turned and left without a word. For a while longer, Lissos observed the woman who had curled up and was continuously shaken by violent convulsions. Then he turned off the monitor and devoted his attention to the hypercom.

Nothing had changed. The signal was reaching Serkhen but was not being acknowledged. Garm Hesset didn't answer. Lissos wondered if the Neo-Lemurians' attempt to seize the time machine had possibly succeeded after all.

That would have been a catastrophic turn of events.

The Old Ones never should have taken such a risk. They had done so deliberately, so they could not have failed to see the consequences.

For a while, Lissos stood as though frozen, his fists clenched.

Then he turned to check the tanks. Everything was proceeding normally. Even so, he was wracked by doubts. The Old Ones had been awakened from their suspended animation and had initiated the awakening of the Righteous Ones of Time. But why had there been those like him who had left their tanks early? Certainly, they were supposed to assist the Old Ones in the early phases and later take command of all the others. But the process of cellular growth, becoming conscious, and having the required knowledge implanted took the same amount of time for all. He must have begun sooner. Probably even before the signal. The question was, who had initiated this process? And above all, when? Why had so many Righteous Ones died in the tanks next to him? They had never had the chance to fight against the Time Criminals.

Lissos believed he now understood why: their deaths had been planned. Their deaths, or his as well. Had that not interested the Old Ones?

His overbrain warned him not to take the thought any further. There were more important things to do because soon all the Righteous Ones would leave their tanks and take off in their spacecraft. Then the war against the Time Criminals would begin.

Meanwhile, Lissos wondered who the real Time Criminals were. As long as contact with Garm Hesset could not be established, his doubts would persist.

There was only one path to finding out what had actually happened in the Serkhen Arsenal. Lissos knew in that moment that he would follow that path. He and Vel Utan and Murrn Hoks. They were both like him.
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Levian Paronn nodded in satisfaction as the display image changed. The glistening of the stars reappeared, and the blue gleam in the center was Akon, the giant star that lay near the eastern edge of the Galactic center.

"When will we reach Drorah?" He deliberately chose not to make a holographic connection with the UMBERIA'S control center. Only audio fields transmitted his voice.

"I cannot say," the Ma-Techten replied. There was an embarrassed silence for several seconds, then he added, "A priority order has just been issued to all incoming ships to remain in their present positions."

"Is there a reason for this?"

"None given," the First Officer answered. "The order came from Fleet Headquarters."

"Then something is wrong somewhere. Are the Beasts attacking?"

"No, Maphan, at least ... " Jehan Hattusk faltered. Paronn heard him take a deep breath, then the First Officer continued. "Certainly not in the Akon System."

Certainly not? Paronn repeated in his thoughts. Back then, no, today perhaps yes. But what did he have against it if the Ruling Council was of that view? Nothing, absolutely nothing at all, since that spared him the effort of having to convince them. He didn't doubt for a moment that the seventy-eight men and women would receive him and hear him out.

"What about the Admiral ... ?"

Paronn could almost see his First Officer shake his head and press his lips together. He was about to repeat the question when Hattusk finally replied: "All com traffic is being diverted over relays. That's causing bottlenecks."

"Then there haven't been any signs of life from Admiral ... "

"Unfortunately not, Maphan."

Paronn was already in the doorway as the hatch slid aside when he turned on his heel. He had laid his beamer down in the cabin, but now was not the time leave his weapon behind. Perhaps he would never return to the UMBERIA.

On the short way back to the control center, he ran through all the possibilities that were open to him in his mind. He didn't dare even think of another failure.

The hyperdetection holo swarmed with points of light that represented hyperechoes. By the standards of a culture dedicated to the maximum use of teleporters, that was a large number of spacecraft. Terrans and Arkonides probably would have disregarded the significance of that point with a slight smile and some lack of understanding.

"It can be determined from scraps of com traffic that the Fleet is being assembled. The Fourth and Fifth are involved, and apparently an order to go into action has been given."

"Anything more precise?"

The Ma-Techten shook his head. "In case it involves the Beasts, Maphan, you should know that the crew of the UMBERIA is behind you. No matter what happens, you can count on every one of us."

He slowly looked around. Everyone was looking back at him. Expectantly, he sensed. And they meant it sincerely. He could see it in their eyes. This time he was not running a gauntlet.

Even so, something tensed inside of him.

"Thank you," he said. "I will not allow the Beasts to bring the War into this era." And every word of that, he thought grimly, is the truth, however it may sound.

Both ships headed towards the inner planets at reduced speed.

Finally, a connection with Fleet Headquarters was made. Paronn had to listen to someone say: "I regret to inform you that Takhan Mechtan tan Taklir cannot be reached at present." Then the channel was cut off even before he could take a breath.

"We will accelerate and enter metagrav flight," he ordered. "Set course for Xolyar."

For a moment, the Ma-Techten looked surprised, then he grinned broadly. The Maphan was doing the only thing he could to attract attention.

The UMBERIA increased its speed.

After just two minutes, a com message was received with the demand to stop at once.

"This is Maphan Achab ta Mentec, Seventh Fleet, speaking. We are returning from the Gorbas Sector. Reporting loss of three battlecruisers ... "

The UMBERIA went into ultralight flight. Just a short jump at low velocity. Fifty million kilometers from Drorah, the ship dropped back into normal space.

Moments later, the interceptors were there, a squadron of ten units. In the energy detection, the cruisers showed as brightly lit spheres. Each of these light sources represented fire-ready weaponry.

"Something big happened somewhere," the Ma-Techten said.

A demand for identification was received despite the fact that the ship's syntronic call sign was being broadcast at regular intervals. Paronn complied, though with clenched teeth. "What is going on?" he then asked.

"I regret to say that I am not authorized to provide that information," replied the man in the holo display.

"Then I'll tell you what's going on." Paronn had difficulty remaining calm. Nonetheless, he knew that any abuse, even though the other man's rank was far below his, would not take him a single step further. "The Beasts are attacking. I've lost three ships and I've had enough of having to wait humbly for an audience. If no one knows where the Beasts are coming from—I have all the relevant information available."

The man disappeared for a while from camera range. Paronn heard him speaking but didn't understand what he was saying. Minutes passed, then the Techten turned back to him. "Seventh Fleet?" he asked tersely.

"The UMBERIA," Paronn repeated. The LEMMAK had remained at the edge of the system.

"The ban on approach to Drorah applies to all ships, but you will receive a teleporter connection with Xolyar. Your identification code is being transmitted to you."

"With whom will I speak?"

The orderly shook his head. "I don't know. I have only been given to understand that someone of high rank will receive you."

Several minutes later, Paronn entered the personnel teleporter in the control center and left the battlecruiser behind.

 

The splashing of a fountain and the twittering of birds were the first things he heard as he came out of the teleportation field. Above him arched the pale blue sky of Drorah.

The ground was soft and yielding, but even so it was a material that resembled stone. As he looked around in annoyance, Paronn recognized it as a beautifully rendered mosaic depicting the world of Akonian mythology. He had expected to arrive in one of the large control centers for system surveillance. Instead, he was in this park somewhere on the planet. Besides, he was alone. Not even a squad of robots received him.

Not somewhere, Paronn realized. Just above the horizon, distorted by the refraction of the atmosphere into enormous size, stood the moon Xolyar. On the basis of its position, Paronn estimated that he found himself ten to fifteen degrees north of the equator and probably several thousand kilometers from the administrative centers.

Searching, he turned around again and saw to his surprise that the teleporter had disappeared. He ran back a few steps, but nothing was there. At least that was how it appeared. Some technological games were being played here.

"I don't think this is the right time for psychotests," he exclaimed angrily.

No one answered him. On the other hand, his loud outcry had frightened a swarm of Longtails that flew out of the branches of the Moontrees like a flurry of crystalline snow. Close to the ground, however, they gathered into the whirling spiral that disoriented their natural enemies, even though no birds of prey circled above the park.

In other circumstances, Paronn would have watched the Longtails' swirling play—it was said to bring luck. Ancient legends whose origin no one knew any longer spoke of a time of great danger in which enormous swarms of these animals had danced for days until they sank dead to the ground. Their sacrifice had allowed Drorah to escape from the enemy. These legends highlighted their ability to confuse the senses of predators for which the filigree-like creatures would have been easy prey. Beyond that, Paronn believed, there was a grain of truth. Those enemies of whom the legends spoke without ever describing them could only have been the Beasts. They had never attacked Drorah.

He raised his left arm and activated the multifunction wristband. Although the holodisplay formed over his wrist, he couldn't make a com connection. Neither to the UMBERIA nor to Fleet Administration. Even reception failed.

He did, however, register an extremely powerful energy grid with the scanning function. Not immediately around him but at a distance of a little more than one hundred meters.

"Oana hu lachab!" Paronn burst out in anger. That was a Lemurian expression that had survived to the present day. While it had originally meant "imprisoned in body but not in spirit," its meaning had been reduced over time to "imprisoned body," which matched his scan reading.

Since he couldn't be one hundred percent certain who had diverted his teleporter jump, Paronn suppressed the urge to draw his beamer and fire at random. The most important question was why?

They know who you are and this is their reaction to it, shot through his mind. Had some member of the crew informed Drorah? He didn't think so; there had to be some other explanation.

With hurried steps, Paronn strode across the park landscape and picked up a fallen branch. The branch was real and for a moment he thought he was actually imagining things. But then he drew back his hand and threw the piece of wood away with as much force as he could.

The branch spun several times, rose a considerable distance, and fell to the ground, all as might have been expected. But in the last meters of its trajectory, it had struck against an invisible barrier. In the midst of the park setting appeared a faint, blurred spot, as though someone had thrown a stone into a still pond. Concentrically expanding rings distorted the false reality into a trembling wave pattern.

"You caught on quickly," said a striking voice.

Paronn didn't possess an extraordinary memory, and over the course of millennia he had forgotten much that was unimportant. However, he was still fairly certain that he wasn't familiar with that voice.

It was not only a distinctive voice but it sounded as though accustomed to command, almost a little husky. And it was a woman's.

Paronn tried to evaluate the speaker but was unable to come to any conclusions.

"Why was I brought here?"

"To be safe." Was he mistaken or was there a hint of mockery in those words? Even of cynicism?

"Safe from what?"

"Possibly from yourself."

Paronn laughed aloud but broke off at once. He understood the meaning of the statement. Or was he only talking himself into believing that?

"Your hesitation is sufficient evidence for me, Maphan. Who are you really?"

The wave motion, he only now noticed, had by now expanded to encompass the entire horizon. The distant mountain range, the drifting clouds, the moon Xolyar, everything faded into flashing streaks and gave way to a solid gray.

The room in which he now found himself could not be even half as large as the supposed park. A harsh, bright light blinded him and made it impossible for him to see more. He shaded his eyes with both hands.

"What do you want to hear?"

"The truth," the woman replied. "Or is that asking too much?"

Now Paronn asked the question that was most urgent in his mind. "Who are you? I protest against this kidnapping. When this reaches Takhan ... "

"Don't invoke the Admiral. He can't help you any longer."

Was that why Takhan Mechtan tan Taklir could not be reached in the Akon System? Because someone feared he could intervene on behalf of his protégé? Then there were others that he had not immediately suspected behind his abduction. Not the uppermost hierarchy of the Fleet, but—he swallowed hard—the Energy Command.

For centuries, organizations like Condos Vasac and the Energy Command had followed their own agendas and attempted to undermine the Arkonide Empire as well as the Terrans' Solar Imperium. The danger of these secret organizations had been demonstrated often enough. The Akonian Empire had endured for more than 50,000 years in self-imposed isolation without any scientific or technological progress worth mentioning. At the same time though, it had been undisturbed by foreign powers. During that time the Akonian fleet had shrunk into insignificance, which changed only when the Terrans appeared on the Galactic stage some 3000 Terran years ago. The hesitant contact with other Galactic races that followed had forced minimal contact with the outside and a movement out of the well-worn political ruts. For a long time now, very old noble names had not been the only ones to be found in the Ruling Council. Little was heard of the secret organizations; their status no longer appeared as high as it had been in previous centuries. But anyone who knew how to look behind the scenes knew that things were not at all what they seemed.

Paronn shook his head. The blinding light wouldn't let go of him. It followed his every movement. "What I have to say concerns everyone," he said. "This is the wrong place."

"Where and when you speak, Maphan, is something I determine. You have fifteen standard minutes remaining."

And then what? he wondered. The threat had been impossible to miss.

"Then even your Cell Activator will no longer help you," the voice added.

So they knew about that. Paronn still didn't believe that a member of the UMBERIA's crew had betrayed him, and no one would treat him this way as a result of the loss of three battlecruisers in the Gorbas System. The reference to the Cell Activator was more of an indication that one of his assumed identities, under which he had lived on Drorah and other Akonian planets for the past few centuries, had been discovered. Perhaps there had been an error in one of his life histories; an existence that came out of nowhere and disappeared into nowhere was more than suspicious. Or had someone discovered the perfectly identical genetic make-up that could not possibly exist even between directly descended relatives? Paronn had often changed his identity from father to son and so had been able to add to his previously earned Merit awards.

"For the moment we must proceed on the assumption that you wish to do harm to the Akonian Empire."

"No!" It was almost a scream. "I have never had anything against Akon ... " He interrupted himself. "One thing is correct. I carry a Cell Activator. I ... "

"You are not an Akonian."

"My home world is Lemur."

Silence.

"I was born in the forty-fourth year of the War against the Beasts on the continent of Lemuria."

"Go on!"

"As Technad, I was the chief scientist on Tanta III and a specialist in stellar and neutrino research. I was in part involved with the escape of millions of Lemurians to Karahol."

"These are pieces of information that no one can verify."

Paronn paced rapidly. It didn't matter in which direction; there was no apparent exit. The glaring light followed him. He felt more than heard a humming beneath the top of his skull. Was it caused by some kind of beamed mental influence? That was probable, since he noticed throbbing pulses from his Cell Activator at the same time.

"You seem nervous." The voice was now apparently behind him.

He whirled around. "Because time is running out!" he exclaimed. "I came to Drorah to speak to the Ruling Council. The continued existence of the human races is at stake!"

"The Akonians, you mean?"

"All races that are descended from us Lemurians. The Beasts are about to overrun the Galaxy in a new war of annihilation."

"There are no longer any Beasts. Are you talking about the Halutians?"

"I'm talking about the Beasts! About those creatures of the night who smashed the Great Tamanium and are now about to ... " He suddenly broke off. The room, he realized, had grown smaller, and it was not an illusion. The walls were approaching each other with visible speed. If he didn't get out of here, they would crush him.

"Go on," the voice demanded of him.

"Not here."

He was answered with restrained laughter. "What do you think you are? A con man who has managed to work his way up to Maphan of the Seventh Fleet thanks to skill and luck? Or was it your intention to use your relationship with the Admiral's granddaughter to make your path easier?"

He stared at the wall as though he could stop it with the power of his mind alone. But he lacked the psionic power that many on board his starships had possessed and had made the use of neutrinos for acceleration and braking maneuvers possible.

"I admit it," he said. "I needed a command position to be in the right place at the right time."

"On the star arks that we boarded?"

"Those too."

"Where and when besides?"

"I didn't know it before but now I do. Yesterday on Gorbas IV. There was a time teleporter there that was to have sent me back to Lemuria."

"Instead you are now back on Drorah?" It sounded mocking.

"Gorbas IV is now in the hands of the Beasts. They have endured for fifty-five millennia. I don't know how, but they succeeded, and there could be many other depot planets. The threat can only be evaluated by someone who has experienced it. Who knows how they fight."

"Are you speaking of this Levian Paronn?"

"I am Paronn."

"You are possibly also a liar and deceiver!"

The walls had now moved to just one and a half meters on each side. Paronn felt cold sweat on his forehead. He didn't know if his life was really threatened.

"If that were so, would the Energy Command be concerning itself with me?"

"Why do you speak of the Energy Command?"

"Because I fear that the Beasts have become active in various places. This is probably still kept in absolute secrecy, but ... "

"You are mistaken, Lemurian."

He didn't even need to stretch out his arm all the way to touch the wall sliding towards him. He felt a cool metal surface, then realized only after several moments that it had come to a stop. In addition, he noticed that the woman had said "Lemurian," and it had sounded completely normal.

Finally the blinding light went out.

In the silence surrounding him, Paronn heard his own heartbeat as a dull roar.

Then a doorway opened. He didn't hesitate. He only needed to walk through it to find out what game was being played here.

"There are things in this galaxy that no one can foresee." The words were spoken by a man's voice. Paronn knew that voice. Takhan Mechtan tan Taklir was in the adjoining room.

 

The Admiral said no more than that one sentence. He just stared at Levian Paronn like a snake at its chosen prey, which it would then kill at once with a poisonous bite. Paronn knew that merciless look: that of the veteran of many long years of military service who didn't tolerate any mistakes. He had often seen the brawny man in this state, and usually heads had rolled afterwards, if only in the figurative sense. The Admiral was not, even if his outer appearance gave that impression, a proponent of unnecessary use of force.

He found himself in a small conference room, secured by an energy screen. Whatever happened here, no one outside would find out as long as those present themselves did not wish it.

The furniture was composed of shaped energy and was simple and practical. Projected as needed and held stable.

For longer than absolutely necessary, Paronn's gaze rested on the woman. Without batting an eyelid, she allowed him to scrutinize her.

She was attractive, and not only by Akonian standards. At first glance, one might have estimated her to be a hundred, and in the prime of her life, but Paronn was able to recognize even concealed details. Her neck, the corners of her eyes, her hands, and above all her aura told him that his initial impression was wrong.

"Satisfied?" she asked mockingly and gestured to the third, still empty chair.

She's at least 150, Paronn thought. He knew this woman. He had already seen that striking, seemingly friendly face and the accompanying unconventional short hairstyle several times. She was of average height; her body was wiry and in good physical shape, but not actually slender. He had seen her in news reports about public meetings of the Ruling Council but still didn't know her name. While she belonged to the seventy-eight-member body, she always remained in the background. He doubted that this woman had anything to do with the Energy Command. It was more likely she functioned as Fleet Commissioner.

"Aykalie sends her greetings," the Takhan said suddenly.

Paronn turned to the Admiral. He wondered why Mechtan tan Taklir began in that particular manner.

"I know from Aykalie that you are something extraordinary, Levian."

He didn't understand. He had never dropped a word about his true origin in her presence, not even a hint. Since he had left his generation ship to find the weapon in the Ichest System, he had avoided everything possible that could have led to changing the course of history. He had lived like an Akonian, had acted like an Akonian, and only at the bottom of his heart had he remained the Lemurian he had always been. A Lemurian who loved nothing more than his home, who would have given his life without a second thought to preserve the Great Tamanium. Many, he thought bitterly, gave their lives for that.

The woman's eyes flashed. A mocking smile played at the corners of her mouth. But was there also a hint of unfulfilled yearning? Paronn rubbed his temples with both hands.

"Aykalie is pregnant," the Admiral continued. "She told me three weeks ago."

"But ... " Paronn had seldom been as confused as he was now. He had believed he was to be subjected to a harsh interrogation, had mentally grappled with his worst fears, and had sought a way out. Instead, they sat here almost informally and chatted casually about ... offspring. The Admiral even seemed visibly pleased about it. Did he possibly think ... ?

Paronn shook his head. His child had died in a Beast attack. He didn't want to go through that again. Nothing was worse than seeing a child die. He had thrown himself into his work after that and paid attention to nothing else. And then Vehraáto had come, giving him immortality and a mission ...

The Takhan had clearly been observing him closely, but apparently misinterpreted his reaction. "You are not the father," he said in a raw voice, and it sounded almost as though he regretted it. "Aykalie had a test and of course provided genetic material that came from you."

Gradually Paronn understood.

"The result was a surprise," the woman put in. "Even though we Akonians are directly descended from the Lemurians, time has not passed without leaving its mark. For two weeks we have known that a man has been serving in our fleet who is not an Akonian. His DNA has shown him to be, in all probability, a Lemurian."

"This man," the Admiral continued, "especially distinguished himself in the recovery of the generation ships. In retrospect, certain details take on a new meaning as a result, as opposed to earlier when they were regarded as the expression of your ambition."

"Also, certain events on Drorah can now be interpreted quite differently," the woman said. "The mini-drone that tore off the forearm of the dwarf from the star ark and even injured Perry Rhodan was programmed by you. That was not clear at the beginning since Takhan Mechtan tan Taklir suspected a targeted attack on Jars tan Aburrir. After all, he is Aykalie's husband and there would be some reason for it. Especially since the test plainly showed him as the unborn child's father. Since then, we have come to believe that the attack was directed at Boryk. But we still don't know what the motive was."

"My diary." Paronn sighed, sounding pained. "The dwarf took it from me with his paranormal abilities. At that time, I had to prevent its contents from being revealed. I didn't want to injure either Jars or Aykalie, or even Rhodan."

"Then you did everything you could to return to your own time," the woman declared.

"He has already admitted that, Nad'ehu," the Admiral objected.

"Why? I wonder why? At present I don't see any reason for it." She looked enquiringly at Paronn.

"I want to go back to prevent the Beasts from bringing death and destruction to this era as well," he replied with determination. Giving an imperious wave of her hand, the woman let him know that he was to continue. And Paronn did. On board the UMBERIA, he'd had enough time to put a case together. It was clear to him that he still needed a generous amount of luck to sound convincing. But he had to make the attempt.

In a terse summary, he spoke of the Suen Project's secret research station on Torbutan in the eighty-seventh Tamanium. Of how Icho Tolot had arrived there by means of the time machine in the ninety-seventh year of the war. Of the transport of the time teleporter to Lemur, of the Beasts' attack on the home system of mankind, and of his way back into the past, to the year of the Lemurians' first flight to the moon. Of the building of the star arks and the journey of hundreds of thousands of parapsychically gifted Lemurians into the distant future.

He told of the anti-Beast weapon that had been constructed by the ancient Akonians in the Ichest System but which had been forgotten over time. A development in which the beings native there, the Menttia, had played a large part.

He freely admitted that he wanted to return to his time with the construction data for that weapon.

" ... 'to prevent the Beasts' arsenal planets from being established,'" the Nad'ehu said, repeating Paronn's concluding sentence. "I can hardly accept that. I would sooner believe the intention was to fight against the Beasts with effective means early on. With all the consequences that such an action would have for our time."

"Not for Akon," Paronn said quickly.

"For Akon as well. When everything changes, there can be no sanctuary."

"It is unnecessary for us to consider this matter, Nad'ehu," the Admiral said. "The time teleporter was destroyed ... "

"By Perry Rhodan and Icho Tolot, were also aware of the danger of a time paradox." The woman chewed on her lower lip for a moment or two. "I still wonder why Rhodan came to the Ochent Nebula incognito. Some suspect he wanted to make diplomatic contact. Why on board a prospectors' ship and not through official channels? Just so Arkon wouldn't find out about it?"

"That's obvious," the Admiral said.

The woman shook her head. "No, Mechtan. I pride myself for being able to put myself in the Terrans' mindset to a certain extent, and that strikes me as too superficial."

"He wanted to prevent a time paradox."

The High Lady gave a slight laugh. "Even the Terran Resident is not clairvoyant. How could he have known about it?" She turned back to Paronn. "Now, just to clarify one thing. We do not need the weapon in the Ichest System, whatever it may be, in order to defeat the Beasts in the present day. They are hopelessly outmatched by our Transform cannons."

"I disagree with that estimate," Paronn said. "There were several losses in the Gorbas System. I lost three of my ships when the Beasts mounted a surprise attack."

"You said the key word," the Admiral declared. "'Surprise.' Would you lose another three ships in the same situation?"

Paronn faltered for a moment. He clearly recognized Mechtan tan Talkir's intention. "No," he replied emphatically. "I don't believe they could repeat their success with their Interval cannons. But," he added as the Admiral was about to lean back, "no one can say how many bases they currently have in operation, how many ships they have, or even how many Beasts there are in total. If they attack together in a mass offensive ... "

"They won't do that—not now," the Nad'ehu said in a tone that allowed no contradiction. A low humming could be heard. She clenched her left hand into a fist and above her wrist appeared a small hologram. Paronn couldn't make out what it showed because three quarters of the projection was blanked out. The High Lady nodded, then turned to the Admiral. "Mechtan, tell him everything!" With that she stood up and hurriedly left the room.

"Has something happened?" Paronn asked, watching her leave. "The Energy Command ... "

"Ask the Nad'ehu about it!"

"She's a member of the Energy Command? And so are you." Paronn didn't really believe it himself. Even so, Aykalie worked for the Energy Command and through her he had often tried to acquire highly confidential information. For her part, Aykalie had always attempted to keep it secret from her grandfather. But there were possibly even secrets within the secret service.

The Admiral smiled pityingly. "Don't expect me to give you a definitive answer. After all, you concealed your true identity for years not only from me but from Aykalie."

"What would have happened otherwise?" Paronn responded. "You would have tried at least to intervene with the Seventh Fleet. And that would have inevitably led to a paradox."

"We would have prevented the time teleporter on Gorbas IV from being destroyed."

Paronn found himself unable to keep the surprise from showing in his carefully controlled expression.

"At the same time, you can be damned certain I wouldn't have allowed you to go into the past," the Takhan continued. "No more than Rhodan would have allowed it."

"So now our positions are clear."

"If you want to put it like that, my boy. As for what the Nad'ehu was referring to, the Beasts have already struck, but they aren't strong enough to withstand us. The Seventh Fleet, unfortunately without your five ships, and supported by heavy battlecruisers from the Ninth and Tenth Fleets, is now on the return flight to Akon. I arrived here ahead of the ships by teleporter."

Deep furrows had formed in Paronn's forehead. "Where?" was all he asked.

"Mardosa System," the Admiral replied just as tersely.

"Just 7000 light-years from here," Paronn considered. "Five planets. Number three, Mardo, is a rather insignificant agricultural planet."

"It was insignificant," the Takhan put in. "Forty-five thousand inhabitants in two population centers, responsible for the entire fully automated production. Three harvests per year. Now Mardo is a largely burned out wasteland. Not even 500 men and women could find safety from the attack of the black spacespheres. There were large combat ships 800 meters in diameter along with numerous smaller units just under one-hundred meters. Their base on the outer planet no longer exists. We were forced to completely annihilate it. As well as the attack fleet. Out of 300 Beast ships, however, twelve were able to escape into hyperspace." Mechtan tan Taklir's gaze fixed on Paronn, urgent and compelling. "We ourselves lost seventeen ships. I am of the opinion that these ships and their crews could still be with us had we been informed in time." He stood up, took two quick steps towards Paronn, but then stopped and folded his arms. He looked down at the Maphan he had always preferred to Aykalie's husband. Perhaps, his expression said, that had been a mistake.

"You lost the DIOGU—with a crew of 220. Because you sent it to Gorbas without protection. And three other ships as well ... All these men and women died unnecessarily. Because their Maphan had no trust in the Fleet leadership. That's how it is, my b ... " Mechtan tan Taklir broke off. He had often called Achab "my boy" because he had seen in him something like the son he had been denied by fate. Calling him that seemed appropriate, since the Admiral was nearly four times older. But now he hesitated. Achab was not a young man of forty but a Methuselah with 55,000 years under his belt.

"I don't know what I should think of you anymore." The Admiral chose to stick with the truth. "You of all people have shaken my view of the world. And what will be next?"

"The Beasts, Takhan, that's certain. They are on Gorbas IV and probably other worlds, and ... "

Neither of them had noticed that the Nad'ehu had returned. They looked up only when she cleared her throat loudly enough to be heard.

"It often happens," the High Lady said, "that the Energy Command is more quickly and comprehensively informed than other authorities. That seems to be the case this time as well. For some five hours, an Arkonide fleet has been assembling in the neighboring sector. Our agent spoke of only five ships at first, but half-an-hour ago it was already more than 900. The reason for this deployment is the attack by an unknown party on an Arkonide maintenance ship. It must have been almost completely destroyed."

"The Beasts?" the Admiral asked.

"The ship was rammed," the Nad'ehu explained. "By a small black spacecraft. The Arkonides have reconstructed it from the fragments, although not very much seems to have been left. The upper polar cap was cut out off the wreckage with disintegrators and thermocannons."

"I knew it!" Paronn exclaimed. "A Transform cannon was installed in the polar dome, right? So the Beasts are even now updating their technology and providing themselves with modern weapons."

"No one can copy a Transform cannon that quickly," the Admiral said.

"We don't know what capabilities they have," Paronn argued. "In two or three weeks we will be very likely confronted with their first attack fleets that will be equipped with Transform cannons."

"That's delusional," Mechtan tan Taklir burst out, but he didn't really sound convinced.

"There is only one possible way to stop the Beasts once and for all!" Paronn shot back. "We have to prevent them from setting up their arsenals in the first place."

"That is out of the question."

The Nad'ehu interrupted the Admiral with a peremptory gesture. "I'm listening, Levian."

The Lemurian nodded. "The destruction of the time teleporter on Gorbas IV doesn't necessarily mean we can't get at the Beasts that way. About 3000 years ago, Akon attempted to defeat its newly emergent rival, Terra, with a time converter ... "

"Irrelevant! The time converter was destroyed at the time."

"But certainly not the construction plans."

The High Lady's expression went back and forth between consternation and indignation. "Assuming the plans really do still exist ... not even I could obtain them. And how long would reconstruction take? The Beasts wouldn't allow us that much time if they really are capable of copying Transform cannons."

"There is still the option of deploying a Null-Time Deformer!"

"Building it would also eat up years."

"But it would at least be possible?"

"You are insane," the Nad'ehu said tonelessly. "Or obsessed."

"Even worse," Mechtan tan Taklir said. "Levian Paronn is both."

"I want to address the Ruling Council," Paronn demanded. "Then we can go on from there. Drorah is in extreme danger, and if what I fear happens ... "

"Against a threat like the Beasts, all space faring races in the Galaxy will stand together," the woman declared. "I am certain that the Halutians will not shirk such a conflict, either. And the Terrans will have every reason ... "

"The Terrans have already used a Null-Time Deformer to go back to ancient Lemuria and help our forefathers overcome the Pre-Bios," Paronn said. "They will pay attention to me."

"Terra and the LFT don't have a functioning device any more than Akon does."

"I wouldn't be so sure of that," Paronn replied. "Didn't the Terrans have a large Null-Time Deformer under construction? It must have been when they went to Lemur. I would think that the Energy Command knows more about this." For him, the subject had never actually been important. Mainly because he had counted on being able to use the time teleporter for his journey, and anything else would have meant knowingly changing the course of history. "And if not," he continued, "Perry Rhodan will be able to give the correct information ... "

"We don't know where Rhodan is at present," Mechtan tan Taklir said. "Our intention of following his PALENQUE as well as the LAS-TOOR was abandoned when the distress call from Mardo was received. All available resources were either sent to the Mardosa System or ordered to Drorah."

"When I left the Gorbas System, Rhodan and his people were still on the fourth planet."

"On the Beast planet?" the Nad'ehu asked.

"Neither the LAS-TOOR nor the PALENQUE could hold out for long against attacking Beast ships," the Admiral said. "Isn't that right, Levian? Quite possibly Rhodan is no longer alive."

The woman went pale.

"That means Levian deliberately left the Terran Resident behind on Gorbas IV," Mechtan tan Taklir went on.

"Rhodan could escape on either of the two ships. He was well aware of the danger."

The woman stood up. "Takhan, your Seventh Fleet is on approach to the Home System. You will change course to Gorbas IV. Get Rhodan and our people out of there—assuming it isn't too late. In addition, gather all the information on the Beasts that can be found at that location. No matter what the cost."

"We are prepared this time," Paronn said.

"'We'?" repeated the Nad'ehu, stretching the word out. "As of this moment, Levian Paronn, you are under arrest. Takhan Mechtan tan Taklir will take care of the arrangements. Your command, Maphan, is hereby revoked."

"But I don't see why ... "

With two quick steps she was in front of him. Her hand shot out and took hold of his uniform jacket. "I do see, and all the more clearly. I don't let anyone make a fool of me, Levian Paronn. Neither a Terran nor a Lemurian. And in one respect I undoubtedly think like the Halutians. I will not idly watch as someone attempts to go back into the past and change our present. I don't like time paradoxes. Do we understand each other?"

Paronn was grimly silent.

"You can bet I'll be keeping both eyes on you, Lemurian," Mechtan tan Taklir barked at him. A little more calmly, he added, "Was there anything between you and Aykalie? Did you just exploit her?"

"I don't know," Paronn lied.

Somehow he was no longer sure himself. Had Aykalie reminded him of Erghena? In a certain way ... and the more he thought about it ...

"What are you waiting for?" The Admiral shoved him hard in front of him. "I don't think the Beasts will hesitate to kill us all. So let's not give them that pleasure."
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They were getting nervous. Perry Rhodan saw that Shimon had adjusted his beamer to its maximum output. The exobiologist looked up only briefly when next to him Hartich van Kuespert shook his head.

"You don't really think we'll get out of this mess with that, do you?" the physicist asked. "If you ask me, we're up to our necks in crap."

"And I always considered Terrans to be people with halfway decent manners," Solina Tormas said, "particularly in how they expressed themselves. Even on board the PALENQUE, I still had that opinion."

"But not any longer?" Shimon asked.

The historian shrugged eloquently.

"Prejudices exist to be nurtured," van Kuespert declared. "But you might be right with what you're doing there, Isaias. Although I don't think it alone will be enough to kill even one of these savage pre-Halutians."

Suddenly he raised his head—and fell back visibly shocked. Almost close enough to touch, a black, hemispherical head loomed over him. The three glowing saucer-sized eyes were trained on him. Just in time van Kuespert realized it was Icho Tolot in front of him and not one of the dreaded Beasts. He wouldn't have been able to raise his beamer fast enough anyway. Over their helmetcoms, everyone could hear him gulping hard.

"Tolotos, control yourself!" Rhodan exclaimed. He could clearly tell that his friend was close to one of his dreaded attacks of laughter.

Tolot left it at a snort, but even that resembled a small earthquake.

Rhodan looked along the rows of breeding tanks that stretched into the darkness. He wondered if it would be an exaggeration to assume a figure of several hundred thousand for Gorbas IV alone. And how many such arsenals were there in all? He felt dizzy for a moment, and took a deep breath. The readout in the head-up display indicated that his suit system had increased the oxygen content in his air slightly. What he saw here on Gorbas IV was worse than the suspicions that had led him to the central region of the Galaxy. He had immediately sensed that it was no longer just a matter of rumors in intelligence agents' circles that otherwise would be stored in the archives as unimportant routine business. His nose for trouble had apparently been right, although he hadn't expected that the threat would turn out to be so huge.

He asked himself if it would have been better to deploy a large fleet. He didn't have an answer to that. All he really knew for certain was that a fleet would have caused serious diplomatic complications. So the way he had done it had been correct. For the time being, anyway.

When exactly the Beast base had been established, he could only guess. Probably in the millennia after the fall of Lemuria.

The Akonians had been mining hypercrystals on Gorbas IV for a short time. Not with heavy machinery but using an antiquated process that handled the ore delicately. They hadn't been concerned about the planet as such. Otherwise they would have stumbled upon the underground installation sooner or later. Exploit and forget—that was one of the outgrowths of ever shorter development cycles. What meant profits and decisive advantages in the cooperation and competition of the galactic powers today could turn out to be a bad investment tomorrow.

"The threat appears to be of a theoretical nature," Shimon observed. "The Beasts in the tanks are dead, aren't they ... ?"

Solina Tormas cleared her throat. "Boryk insists just the opposite."

"The ones here are dead!" Some forty-five meters away, Hayden Norwell had been examining one of the tanks. He pressed his space helmet against the outer surface in order to see as much as possible. "It looks as though something didn't agree with them."

"Even so, we must not draw conclusions about the entire facility from the condition of single tanks," Icho Tolot admonished him. "We still know too little for that."

"So don't let your guard down," Rhodan advised.

"Why don't we split into several groups?" Norwell asked suddenly. "That way we can cover more territory as we look around."

Hartich van Kuespert shook his head in dismay. "Everyone for himself or something? Then we'd be easy pickings for the Beasts."

"The Beasts have died out," the prospector insisted. "If they hadn't, they would have attacked us well before now." In the meantime he turned to the next row of tanks. "Here too!" he exclaimed moments later. "Also dead. I don't have any idea what went wrong, but their remains are slowly decomposing. The Beasts we've been dealing with possibly survived through time in cold sleep. They've only just been awakened. As guardians or to lead the army that was supposed to grow here."

Rhodan nodded. "Both suppositions are reasonable."

"They seem logical," Tolot said. "But not entirely."

"So what?" Norwell exclaimed. "These guardians wiped out the Arkonian workers and attacked us and Paronn's ships. The one that Tolot paralyzed at the teleporter was possibly the last survivor."

"But what if he wasn't?" Solina Tormas asked. "Boryk said the Keepers are alive."

"Then ask him again," Norwell suggested.

"Boryk is sleeping."

"We've been taken in by his ravings," the prospector said, "but I'm not buying it anymore."

"What's keeping us from calling the PALENQUE and getting picked up?" van Kuespert asked. "The ship should be able to take care of those blasted fog-jellyfish."

"I assume that Rhodanos has already been attempting that for some time," the Halutian said.

"We weren't aware of it," Shimon objected.

"Tolotos is correct," Rhodan confirmed. "I've been turning off the regular helmetcom for brief intervals and attempting to make contact."

"So we're not all working together." Norwell shook his head. "That's the way it always is. The authorities try to keep us in the dark. It's not even certain that the PALENQUE wouldn't be attacked by robotically controlled ground forts during the landing. We shouldn't endanger the ship."

"If Hayden is of that view, then we should call the LAS-TOOR," Solina said. "Our Maphan will doubtless be glad to risk his life for a Terran prospector as well." She gave Norwell a poisonous sideways glance that he didn't notice.

"Our suit com systems are too weak," Rhodan pointed out. "We can't reach the ships with them. Although I assume that the PALENQUE and the LAS-TOOR are currently in orbit."

He preferred to keep to himself the possibility that both ships had been destroyed by the Beasts by now. Along with the fact that he'd had an ace up his sleeve from the beginning. Otherwise his friend, Reginald Bull wouldn't have let him board the PALENQUE in the first place. "Putting yourself in danger like that will just get you killed!" Bully's horrified exclamation still rang in Rhodan's ears. He had to smile in spite of himself. The alternative was to hide away on Terra on some lonely Pacific island. That struck him as something that would get boring after a while, not to mention the fact that he definitely wasn't made for sitting around and doing nothing.

"Why don't we employ the Beasts' com station?" Tolot asked. "Provided that we find such an installation."

Rhodan nodded in agreement. "I was about to suggest just that."

 

After some two kilometers in which the breeding tanks followed each other row by row, the end of the hall could be seen. At least 25,000 of the tanks, each several times a man's height, stood here, and the overall surroundings were as oppressive as they were gigantic.

The Beasts in the half-transparent containers seemed to have been fully formed but, for some reason, had not been able to leave their tanks.

A crazy thought shot through Rhodan's mind. The time wasn't right yet. They had only examined some of the first tanks they encountered, then gave up. The Terran was suddenly in a hurry. Again he wiped the dust of millennia away—and this time he wasn't looking at a thick cell mass but at the massive, pillar-like legs of a black-skinned colossus standing upright. Above him, as though they were about to reach out at any moment, dangled the two chest arms. Motionless, of course, but still Rhodan instinctively recoiled.

His companions saw only the black leathery skin behind the clean-wiped section, but it was enough.

"Of course we had to take into consideration the possibility that not all of the cultures died out," van Kuespert said. "But what can we do about it?"

"Is the Beast alive?" Shimon's voice trembled.

"I think it is," Rhodan replied. "It just isn't capable of moving yet."

"When will it get to that point?" Shimon asked.

With two of his four hands, Tolot wiped the upper portion of the tank clean. "Very soon," he said.

The eyes of the confined monster were only half-open. Even so, a red glow blazed forth from between the slat-like lids. Everyone who looked up at the Beast had the irresistible feeling that it was staring at him or her directly.

Tolot wiped off a section of the next tank. Here, too, the picture was no different.

"It moved!" Solina suddenly exclaimed.

Seconds later, they all saw it. The four-armed colossus standing in front of Rhodan moved its chest arms. Only by centimeters, but there could be no mistake.

"It mustn't wake up!" Norwell gasped. "If we use the disintegrators ... "

"Damage the breeding tank and we'll have the Beast at our throats immediately," Tolot said. "Otherwise we might still have one or two hours of reprieve."

"And then?" Solina asked.

"Then we definitely won't have anything to laugh about," the physicist said.

"Solina wanted to know if it will also decompose afterwards ... just like the others," Shimon said. "They were so dead that I was actually starting to like them."

"Perhaps this hell spawn is already further developed in other caves." Norwell made the comment almost against his will. "That means we have to keep in mind the possibility that they might attack us at any moment."

"Indeed we do," Tolot agreed.

From somewhere, as though from a great distance, a low rumbling could be heard. The exterior suit-microphones picked up every nuance of the sound. Moments later, a slight shudder ran through the floor of the hall.

"An earthquake?" Shimon wondered.

"Nonsense!" Norwell laughed slightly. "That was an explosion! And what's more, it was a pretty big one."

"My overbrain has reached the same conclusion," Tolot said. "Distance indeterminable, but certainly more than just a few dozen kilometers."

They waited in vain for a new rumble. The sudden hope that had ignited that the base was being attacked by either the PALENQUE and the LAS-TOOR or by the returning Akonian ships of the Seventh Fleet didn't seem to be fulfilled. Everyone listened as van Kuespert called Sharita Coho on the com, but there was no answer. "Absolutely useless," the physicist snorted, although he left open whether he meant the com or the commander of the prospecting ship. But no one cared to inquire further.

It appeared to Rhodan more probable that there had been an accident somewhere in the cavern complex. Considering the age of the installation, he would have hardly been surprised. Are the Beasts coming or was that only a technical failure? The question hung unspoken in the room.

The awakening giants had obviously moved again slightly. Rhodan couldn't escape the uneasy feeling that both were staring at him.

For a second time, he used eye-focus control to have his suit servo send the ultra-short emergency signal. The transmission power was calculated to be enough to span several light-years. Rhodan couldn't intervene in the process any more than he could use the hypercom transmitter, reduced to minimum strength, to call the PALENQUE. The system was and remained part of his personal security, something on which Bully had emphatically insisted. Even so, for at least four weeks, his chubby friend had probably been tearing his hair out. Perhaps he wasn't so wrong after all, Rhodan thought. But there was still no confirmation that the signal had been received.

Van Kuespert's efforts were also unsuccessful. 

Minutes later, they left the hall. On this wall, too, there was a large bulkhead door, which creaked loudly as it slid to the side in front of Tolot. It also showed that the power supply had not been interrupted. Rhodan still thought of the distant explosion—and that they would be in a bad position if they were unable to signal their presence should the Akonian fleet strike.

To him, the rumbling had sounded like a teleporter explosion. He had heard often enough the shriek of matter that accompanied its total destruction. Anyone who had been near the ball of fire that materialized apparently out of nowhere never forgot the touch of Death.

But why didn't any further detonations follow? That could only mean that the attackers had already withdrawn. Or had been hit hard themselves. Moreover, it had seemed to be the work of only one ship. The PALENQUE?

Rhodan narrowed his eyes for a moment. His reflex to rub the side of his nose was frustrated because of the closed helmet. It was an instinctive habit that not even 3000 years of experience could resist.

Tolot's voice broke into his musing. "Are you thinking the same thing I am, Rhodanos?" When Rhodan merely nodded, the Halutian exposed his murderous teeth.

Outside the hall as well, everything was dark. Norwell finally gave in to his bad-tempered tendencies and swore without restraint as the beams from the spotlights revealed a chaotic tangle.

"What do you really want?" van Kuespert asked. "As soon as the lights come on here, the Beasts will be on us. Because they'll be coming out of the tanks. I hope that the night lasts for a good long time."

The outer area was apparently much less well reinforced than the hall they had just crossed. Large sheets of rock had broken loose from the ceiling and buried masses of machinery beneath them. The slipping rocky debris had piled up in a high wall that resembled the accumulated debris at the edge of a glacier. It was obvious that someone had tried to clear a path upwards.

"Infrared impressions have long since faded away," Tolot announced. "I cannot say if one or more Beasts were active here."

"Maybe they're up there." Van Kuespert wanted to run his hand through his hair, but as with Rhodan his helmet was in the way.

A smile flitted briefly across Solina's features. "What is up there?"

"The com station," Rhodan suggested.

"You aren't serious, are you?" Norwell asked.

"The Beasts were evidently here only a few days ago. And now they're ... " Rhodan's voice turned urgent. " ... Behind you!"

Norwell shook his head. He was about to make an indignant reply, but his eyes went wide when Tolot suddenly dropped to his chest arms and tensed to leap, and a second later threw himself to one side. He couldn't have avoided a fatal collision with the Halutian if Tolot hadn't missed him by a hair.

A stone slab burst beneath the Halutian. Something leaped up and shrieked horribly as Tolot caught it with one hand and smashed it to the floor.

A blur of movements that were hard to distinguish followed. In one moment, a tentacle appeared to wind around Tolot's leg. In the next a long, angular head could be seen, almost nothing but a bundle of sinew, with an even more deadly-looking set of teeth than Tolot's.

A multitude of tentacles whipped against Tolot's legs and pulled him to the floor. The enormous impact of his fall sent threw a cloud of dust up into the air. In fact, it was that dust that made the attacker relatively visible. Rhodan thought he could make out a feathered body from which the violently whipping tentacles extended. In the center sat something like a funnel-shaped maw, extending forward, snapping at the Halutian.

The creature wrapped itself around Tolot as though it could actually hold him. But he reached out with all his hands and tore away one tentacle after another. With a shrill cry that rose into the ultrasonic range, the creature wormed its way back into the mound of debris.

Norwell looked around in all directions to make sure there were no other threats.

"What was that?" Solina exclaimed. Together with Shimon she was looking after Boryk.

"Not one of the Beasts," Norwell said. "Let's hope there's nothing else like it coming after us."

"Perhaps there's a connection with the surface," Solina suggested. "Maybe this rockfall goes all the way up."

"Beasts in front of us, Beasts behind us ... we're really sitting pretty now," Norwell complained.

"I know," Rhodan said. "Life on the PALENQUE was pleasant and peaceful ... until I came on board."

Norwell gave the Terran Resident a sharp glance and nodded grimly. "You've got that right."

Without further incident, they made their way upwards. Tolot followed when the others had reached the next level.

Rhodan saw the Halutian suddenly whirl around and strike at something that he couldn't distinguish from above. Then Tolot raced upwards with all his strength and traversed the last seven or eight meters in a single leap. His impact made new cracks appear at the edges of the hole where the floor had broken away.

Holding his beamer ready, Norwell stared into the depths. Here and there could be seen shadowy, wriggling movements. "There are some more of those creatures down there," he admitted reluctantly. "They seem to grow from torn-off tentacles. We should finish them off."

"Forget them!" Rhodan said.

"But ... they'll follow us!"

"Do we know what's lurking around the next corner? The life on this world gives me the impression that everything that escaped when Pandora opened her box ended up here."

"Who?" Norwell asked. "And what box?"

Tolot turned to the prospector and broke out in what would have been deafening laughter. Fortunately, he'd had the presence of mind to switch off his helmetcom.

"Pandora comes from Greek mythology," Rhodan explained. "When she opened her box, all the evil that had been contained inside of it escaped and spread out across the world." 

"Oh." Norwell took one last doubtful look into the depths before he followed Rhodan and the others.

 

Over the previous twenty-five minutes, their surroundings had noticeably changed, becoming more technologically refined. Many smaller halls were nestled within each other; some flowed seamlessly into one another but still gave the impression that each served some specific purpose. Apparently here were the life-support systems for the breeding tanks. Enormous pipes and spherical tanks with the dimensions of small spacecraft. There were also control systems that were molded into glass blocks, so that the effects of time didn't eat away at them ...

"I sense your thoughts, Rhodanos," Tolot said suddenly. "But put that out of your head."

The Terran nodded hesitantly. He had in fact been considering the idea of destroying the base's life-support systems. But to be effective he would have needed more fusion grenades than he had with him.

Again he had sent out his compressed distress signal, but hadn't received an answer.

"The installation is too extensive," Tolot explained. "I do not believe that all breeding tanks are supplied from here. Several tens of thousands, perhaps—but by no means the entire maturing invasion army. Besides, two Beasts have already moved. If we intervene in the system, all we will accomplish at best is causing them to become active sooner." He manipulated his scanner. "There are weak control signals. They are coming at irregular intervals and on a frequency that is very difficult to detect. It is most certainly not detectable outside the base. After all, not even the Akonian miners noticed that they were sharing this planet with their archenemies."

"Only when it was too late for them," Rhodan commented. "I wonder how many other planets that applies to. Possibly even settled worlds."

"We will find out," Tolot promised. Moments later, he pointed ahead with two outstretched arms, towards a point between massive components that resembled the energy transformers on board older spacecraft. "The control signals are coming from this direction. Some kind of control room lies in front of us."

They marched onwards through the dark, oppressive, and seemingly endless world. The Beasts' base must have stretched out over hundreds of kilometers, and danger was everywhere.

Rhodan observed his companions. None of them were accustomed to such tension. Perhaps Solina Tormas was the only one who had seen such installations before. But even if she had, they were secured stations that had been opened for research, in which other than dust, boredom, and the danger of getting lost, there were no enemies.

Again and again, Tolot dropped to his chest arms and raced ahead. It was frightening how quickly the glow of his spotlight disappeared in these surroundings. Thousands of Beasts could be lurking close by and no one would see them.

Now and then, a thin voice sounded in the helmetcom as Boryk spoke in his doze. But his murmuring remained largely incomprehensible. The real and the imagined, wildly mixed into a dream that let him forget about his injuries. Boryk whimpered and laughed at the same time. He wept, clinging to Shimon, who now carried him, as though he was afraid of falling into an bottomless abyss. Finally he went back to an uneasy sleep, curled up like a small child.

The scanning function of Rhodan's multifunction wristband, which he wore outside his spacesuit, confirmed an increasing concentration of energy. Not very far ahead lay one of the base's main control centers.

Rhodan hoped he could get an overview of the entire situation on Gorbas IV there. Or better still, a list of all arsenals with their coordinates—and perhaps even a connection with the outside. He was convinced that the Beasts had converted a large number of planets, moons, and even asteroids for their purposes. Anything else would have left the attempt to endure over time and carry the war against the Lemurians into the future incomplete and splintered.

However, spending time thinking about other bases was two steps ahead. The first priority was ensuring their own survival, and Rhodan had to admit to himself that his outwardly displayed confidence was only a mask. A handful of human beings and one Halutian against the Beasts of an entire planet. Memories of commando team operations in the early years of the Solar Imperium went through his head. But a Hartich van Kuespert was certainly not Colonel Don Redhorse. Hayden Norwell didn't have much in common with a Ronald Tekener. And comparing Boryk, even though he did have latent parapsychic abilities, with the massively multi-talented Gucky was a very long stretch.

A brief flash some distance away startled Rhodan out of his musings. A forest of columns reaching from the floor to the ceiling stood in the area they were now crossing. The columns' diameters varied between two and nearly five meters, and although they were arranged in groups, their function still couldn't be determined. Their outer coverings shimmered iridescently in bright colors when the spotlight beams were shone on them. Movement in their interiors could also be made out, as though liquids were being mixed together. Cleaning systems, perhaps, although the halls with the breeding tanks were several kilometers away.

There was the flash again. Norwell and van Kuespert noticed it simultaneously and took off running in opposite directions. Rhodan reached for his beamer, turned off his spotlight, and slipped behind one of the columns for cover.

There was a crashing noise somewhere, then all was silent again.

"Beasts?" van Kuespert whispered.

"Keep your mouth shut!" Norwell hissed at him.

"Everyone who's condemned to death gets one last request!" van Kuespert protested.

For some seconds, only rapid breathing could be heard over the helmetcom, then Boryk's weak voice. "So many Keepers," he murmured. "Soon they will come and free us ... I will go with them, to the Garden of Everwas ... "

"Where?" Solina asked. "Tell us where they are."

"Are you ... the Goddess?"

There was silence for a moment. Then: "Yes, Boryk. I am the Goddess."

"Are you sad? So is Boryk. Because he will soon leave you."

"Where, Boryk? Tell me where you want to go!"

The dwarf laughed, though it sounded strained.

"Then at least tell me where the Keepers are. I also want to go to them, Boryk. You understand that, don't you?"

The little one didn't reply.

"Boryk ... !" the historian urged.

"Let it be," Tolot said, his voice low. "I have seen them anyway. In four large halls, not even a kilometer away. There are at least 60,000 tanks, and the lights are coming on in the halls."

"That means they're waking up?" Van Kuespert asked.

Norwell swore softly. "We've got to do something about it!"

"How much time do we have left, Tolotos?" Rhodan asked.

"None," the Halutian answered. "The first breeding tanks are already opening."

"My God!" van Kuespert exclaimed. "If there were even just a few of them ... "

"It won't help if we just stand here," Rhodan said. "We've got to go on! Tolotos, where ... ?

"I am here, quite close to you." The massive form of the Halutian emerged from the darkness. He bared his teeth when he saw that Norwell had instinctively pointed his beamer at him but then lowered his arm again. "My deflector shield was not detected. We will have to wait for any small surprises."

"I'd prefer a big surprise," Norwell said. "Mainly that we all have deflectors."

"Tell that to the owners of the PALENQUE!" Van Kuespert sighed. "They save every Galax they can, especially on our equipment."

"I'll tell them, all right," Norwell promised. "Once we get out of here, you can be damn sure it'll be the first thing I do."

"I'll hold you to it, but getting out of here in the first place is the tricky part."

They walked faster than before. Tolot hurried in the lead under cover of invisibility. A wide corridor opened up before them. The sound of their rapid steps echoed dully from the steel walls. They ignored branching passageways. Moments later, brightness appeared ahead of them.

Tolot's voice was heard in their helmetcom loudspeakers. "We were correct. This must be one of several control rooms. But the important thing is that it has accepted me."

 

The virtually circular room was larger than the main control center of the PALENQUE. It provided workspaces sized for five Beast-proportioned bodies. When van Kuespert, the smallest of the group, stretched his arms straight out, he could just rest them on the seat of a chair.

"Can we control the base from here?" Norwell looked around.

Tolot opened his helmet and folded it into his suit's neck rim. He for one probably didn't have to fear the micro-organisms of Gorbas IV. He took a rattling breath. "Some minutes ago, the air was still stale. Now fresh oxygen is flowing in."

"Certainly not for our benefit," van Kuespert surmised.

"Is there a hypercom unit here?" Rhodan asked.

"I do not know." Tolot sat down in one of the chairs and activated the controls. Holoscreens lit up. Lines of the Beasts' writing appeared as projections in rapidly changing succession. It probably required the point of view of three eyes to be able to follow the progression of text properly. Rhodan was by no means unfamiliar with the symbols, but he wasn't able to decipher even a fraction of them.

"This control room oversees four halls, each with 15,000 tanks," the Halutian stated. "It was one of four auxiliary control centers."

"So about a quarter million Beasts," Rhodan said.

"What does that matter if four or five of them storm in here now?" Norwell asked.

"Not a bit," Shimon replied.

"Are there any gliders or small craft we can use to ... ?" Solina didn't complete the sentence.

"I have discovered spaceships," Tolot interrupted her. "Enormous factories and hangars extend beyond the breeding facilities."

So far, his operation of the controls hadn't set off any alarms, and he manipulated them with increasing certainty. Apparently the builders of the installation hadn't anticipated that descendants of the Lemurians would ever penetrate it.

A simple holoscreen showed a section of a hangar: black, dully shimmering spheres resting on extended landing legs. Massive blocks of thrust projectors subdivided the upper half of the hull; among them protruded the projection domes of various weapon systems.

"Probably high-speed units and clearly heavily armed," Rhodan said. "The ideal ships for a first strike against enemy fleets or planetary defense forts."

Spacesphere followed spacesphere. Endlessly. There was no way to make a size comparison, but it was obvious that these ships measured no more than one-hundred meters in diameter.

"Crew strength one to three individuals," the Halutian said. "We can assume from this that there are probably 100,000 of these units on Gorbas IV. It will take days for all of them to leave the planet."

"We need a com system ... !" Rhodan said urgently. He had just heard Shimon's voice, but now the whispering in his helmet had stopped. From the corner of his eye he saw that Boryk had grown uneasy. Like Solina, Shimon had just adjusted the helmetcom to a short range in order not to disturb the others.

"There is no hypercom in this control room, Rhodanos," the Halutian declared. "Nor is there any access to it from here. But instead there is that!" Three yellow markings lit up one after another. "Our position is here." Tolot reached out his left manipulation arm and tapped the image with two fingers. "Four or five hundred meters ... the distance cannot be any greater."

"What is it?" Norwell asked.

"Each position indicates a teleporter."

"That's all very well and good," van Kuespert said, "but for the PALENQUE there was never any question of a teleporter. Instead we have those nearly indestructible crawlers."

Solina gave a start and addressed Rhodan and the others, gesturing excitedly. Only then did she realize that the men couldn't hear her. " ... On the LAS-TOOR," Rhodan finally understood her say after she had increased the com range again. "With a little luck I can remember the coordinates."

"Can you or can't you?" Norwell asked.

"I probably can."

"Probably ... " The prospector shook his head. "I don't care for the idea of buzzing around hyperspace as a misguided pulse for the rest of eternity."

"That would be one form of immortality," van Kuespert remarked dryly. "The main thing is that we get out of here. By the way, Hayden, there are test procedures to ensure that we don't get lost in hyperspace."

"Do you know what kind of teleporter design these Beasts use? It's got to be ancient, I tell you."

"It's of Akonian origin," Rhodan spoke up. The others looked at him in puzzlement.

"I am also of that opinion," Tolot rumbled. "Anything else would be illogical from the Beasts' viewpoint." He turned back to the controls, then swore.

Scenes from the breeding halls appeared in rapid succession. All the rooms were now bathed in bright artificial light, and the tanks were opening in one of the halls.

Hundreds of black-skinned, four-armed giants surged soundlessly through the corridors. Even on the small holoscreen, the menace of what was happening was only too apparent.

New images: empty tanks, again deserted passageways ... This is a taste of Armageddon, Rhodan thought.

"We don't have any more time!" Norwell exclaimed. "Solina, we need the teleporter data!"

"What about the com interference?" Shimon asked. "If it affects the teleporters ... "

"The normal teleporter spectrum won't be touched," the physicist replied. "If anything is susceptible, it will be our helmetcom."

In the spacecraft hangars, segments of the ceiling opened up. Circular launch shafts could be seen in the image display, whose covers folded away into themselves.

The first black spacespheres rose from the floor, climbed slowly higher, and then disappeared into the shafts.

Tractor beams maneuvered the next ships into position.

The visual display changed, now showing images apparently transmitted from one of the Beast spacecraft.

A section of the planet's surface ... The launch shafts seemed like bright spots in the night that lay over this half of Gorbas IV. Over the horizon hung a fiery reflection, mixed with a seething cloud from an explosion rising high into the atmosphere. Violent storms raged in the same area.

Nine Beast spacecraft shot into space in formation. They fanned out as the next wave of black spacespheres rose from the shafts.

Suddenly, the ships fired. The enormous streaks of blazing thermobeams plowed through the atmosphere and left behind glowing trails.

A fireball seemed to burst as the energy found its target and spent itself on a paratron shield. Within the space of a moment, the night was torn apart and spat out the fleeing spacecraft.

"That's the PALENQUE!" van Kuespert gasped. "It doesn't stand a chance against all those Beast ships!"

"It does if it gets out of there in time," Norwell said. "That ship is too valuable to ... "

"What about us?" the physicist interrupted him. "Think about us, too, and not just the ship!"

"The LAS-TOOR is also fleeing!" Tolot exclaimed. "That must be it."

Two flaming stars shot away. Even without tracking data, it could be seen that they were on different course vectors. "That's Sharita's handiwork," van Kuespert said. "She's forcing the Beasts to split their forces. That way she can manage to escape their superior numbers in hyperspace. Feel better, Hayden? Nothing is going to happen to you precious ship ... "

... but we're a different story! The continuation of the thought was obvious. Norwell didn't say anything, however.

Instead, Shimon cried out. Five Beasts had just entered the control room and immediately turned towards the presumed Lemurians.

"Stop!" roared Icho Tolot, leaping up from the chair. "They are my prisoners!"
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"Sharita!"

The shout interrupted the commander in her discussion with Jere tan Baloy. Omer Driscol was staring at the panorama holo, which showed nothing but an expanse green growth. With the naked eye, nothing could be seen any longer of the remnants of the machinery and a large part of the rock formation.

Sharita turned back to the image of the Akonian commander. "We have to search for Perry Rhodan and the others," she said. "Anything else doesn't matter to me."

"Of course we will support you, Sharita. That goes without saying."

"We accept your offer gratefully ... " She started to reply, then looked again at the panoramic screen. Something had changed that she had just noticed out the corner of her eye. The night no longer seemed as oppressively dark as it had a few minutes before. There must be a break in the cloud cover ...

"What's happening on your ... " She heard tan Baloy's voice only as crackling. " ... ship?" His image dissolved, like a reflection in a calm surface of water into which someone suddenly threw a stone.

"Extensive interference!" Driscol reported.

Hundreds, no thousands of tiny stars lit up. It was like a wild fire, throwing off sparks in all directions.

Solina wasted only one fleeting thought on the nearby supernova. It didn't look as though the full force of the stellar explosion had burst over Gorbas IV at this particular moment. That sparkling brightness wasn't falling from above; it appeared to be spreading along the ground instead.

" ... registering violent ... discharges ... " Crackling interference made it almost impossible to understand Jere tan Baloy. " ... unknown manifestation ... suspect danger ... "

"Omer!" Sharita exclaimed.

"I don't know if the phenomenon represents a danger," he answered. "Up to now—no, no changes in the ship's hull."

Despite the small distance of only a few thousand kilometers between the two spacecraft, tan Baloy's holographic image had turned into a surreal blob of whirling colors. Sharita ignored it and the crackling sounds from the acoustic field.

As far as the eye could see, a billowing sea of lights stretched around the PALENQUE.

"No energy detection!"

"This is a natural phenomenon," Denetree spoke up. The young woman had long since managed to overcome the loss of her brother. On the star ark NETHACK ACHTON, she had been a rebel against the oppressive regime, knowing full well that an endless universe existed beyond the narrowly confined world of steel and worn-out technology. It had been her most heartfelt desire to experience that freedom and fascination personally. However, she would have preferred different circumstances than those that had forced her to leave everything behind in such a hurry. For a short time her fascination had been changed to terror, her hope into grief. It had been a step into a new world that she had taken. A world that was so completely different from that of the ark. The culture shock had been followed by a technology shock of sorts, and she constantly had to learn how to deal with it. A few weeks were simply too short a time for that. On the other hand, she had found in Icho Tolot a powerful friend and protector. He was just as he had been depicted on the NETHACK ACHTON: a Keeper.

"You mean those weeds out there are blooming?" Sharita asked.

"Those 'weeds' have shot up thirty meters," Pearl Laneaux sighed. "That's pure jungle, and we don't have any idea where this exotic growth is getting its nutriments."

"I have learned so much in these last few days and weeks that I would have considered impossible before," Denetree put in. "Why couldn't there be plants that take their nourishment from the air?"

A cooling wind set the sea of lights into waving motion. The exterior microphones picked up a high-pitched ringing, and even in the prospector ship's control room the air suddenly seemed to shimmer.

"Flickering stars!" exclaimed Denetree in amazement.

It was as though the wind had whirled masses of tiny sparks aloft. The visual pick-up seemed to choke on the bright glow.

"Detection failure!" Driscol called. "I don't know what it is, but it's knocking out our scanners one after another!"

Sharita reacted at once. "Pearl! Initiate emergency launch sequence. Get us out of here fast!" With a swift movement of her hands, she activated the paratron defense shield. A brilliant flash seemed to tear the world apart as the shield formed.

For one long fearful moment, Sharita couldn't make out what had happened. Then the control readouts told her that the shield was active. She allowed herself a relieved sigh.

The PALENQUE already hovered 200 meters above the ground. As far as the optical pick-up reached, the night had turned into day; the uncanny gleaming and glittering filled the air.

The com connection with the LAS-TOOR couldn't be re-established. Hyperdetection had also been impaired by interference. "If I really believed what I'm being shown," Driscol said in his inimitably stoic manner, "reflections of all kinds are swarming around the planet. But I can't find anything wrong."

"Have you considered the possibility that there might not be anything wrong?" Sharita asked.

"No, why? Surely you don't think ... ? No." Driscol shook his head.

"Give me your data, Omer!"

Sharita whistled shrilly when she saw the analyses. The figures really were off the scale.

"Those aren't Beast spacecraft," Driscol claimed. "They're phantom detections. I can't even pick up the LAS-TOOR. That blasted pollen is worse than any virtual imager."

"Harriett!"

The weapons officer of the PALENQUE merely grinned. "Disintegrator guns fire-ready. No defined targets."

"Fire!" Sharita ordered.

A green light shimmered around the cannon's projector pole. The light-speed ray trail appeared in the holos only through syntronic conversion. However, the effect was unmistakable in hyperdetection.

"Harriett, you could match all the gunners in the Fleet!" Driscol exclaimed. "If those had really been enemy spacecraft, you would have wiped out several hundred in one shot."

"At least now we know that the readings are being affected," Sharita said. "Pearl, raise the ship to 10,000 kilometers. Omer, where is the LAS-TOOR now? Alemaheyu, you ... ?"

"I'm attempting continuous transmission," the gangly Terran said. "Not one bit is coming back from the Akonian ship."

Nor did anything change during the next few minutes. The PALENQUE orbited at an altitude of 10,000 kilometers. The hyperdetection was going crazy like before and the optical pick-up showed a huge flickering cloud that continued to expand.

Pearl Laneaux broke the oppressive silence first. "If those are plant spores, I don't want to know what will grow out of them."

"I don't have any idea," Denetree said, "but Tolotos is somewhere down there ... "

"Nothing is going to happen to your protector," Alemaheyu declared. "That guy is tough ... or at least that's what I've been told, anyway."

"Enough with the nonsense, Al!" Sharita exclaimed. "I want the LAS-TOOR. And today if possible!"

Alemaheyu shrugged and turned his attention back to his station, humming some off-kilter tune to himself as he worked on the control panel.

"Does anyone know if the LAS-TOOR has deflector shields?" Driscol asked.

"Why don't you find out?" Sharita replied. "I don't think Jere tan Baloy has gone into ultralight flight."

"His ship was still moving a bit too slow for that," Driscol said, nodding.

Meanwhile, the PALENQUE had rounded half the planet. At least the ground scanner still showed usable results. "We're getting faint energy readings. That could be an indication of the Beast base."

"Stay on it!" Sharita ordered. "I want to know more about that. Our people can't have dissolved into thin air."

"They're in the base. Or they've taken off in Tolot's HALUTE."

"Without us noticing? Maybe you think that's possible, but I don't."

 "I've got the Maphan!" Alemaheyu grinned widely. "They really did manage to put the entire planet between the LAS-TOOR and us."

Seconds later, tan Baloy's image floated in the air in front of her. "This planet is beginning to give me a headache," she said, not even letting the Akonian get in the first word. "These plant spores have disrupted detection and even hypercom! Jere, I'm expecting the LAS-TOOR to cover our back. I'm going out with some of my people. We're going to try to penetrate the base with the crawlers."

"I understand." The Akonian nodded thoughtfully. "A Terran can't abandon Perry Rhodan. Even when he puts himself in deadly danger."

"That's not it." Sharita waved her hand dismissively. "Rhodan has always been able to take care of himself. I'm concerned about my people."

Jere tan Baloy rubbed his fingers. After a few seconds, he pursed his lips. "The LAS-TOOR is combat-ready. Naturally, I can't place myself under your command ... but what do you have in mind?"

"That depends on those spores."

Tan Baloy thought for a moment. "Assuming that these plant spores have contaminated the entire continent ... "

"The disintegrator guns will provide us with enough open space and an entrance into the base big enough for the crawlers. Then we'll see about what to do next."

"A very comprehensive plan," the Akonian said, but his voice gave no clues as to how he meant it.

"The greatest tacticians had to improvise," Sharita said. "I have no idea what's waiting for us."

"The Gorbas System is Akonian territory," tan Baloy reminded her. "For that reason alone, I can't allow only Terrans to enter the base. I am placing my four most experienced crewmembers and a Shift at your side, Sharita. Until then, I request that you don't undertake anything. My people will immediately ... "

"Detection!" Driscol called. "Launching spacecraft!"

In the background of the image display, activity on board the LAS-TOOR increased.

"Those are Beast ships! Distance still 3000 kilometers."

Driscol didn't have to mention that the black spacespheres were on an attack course. Everyone could see the data blended into the panorama holo. Nine spacecraft fanned out.

"They're asking for it!" Sharita exclaimed. An alarm sounded through the ship. "For Terra ... "

" ... and for Akon!" Jere tan Baloy added.

"All right, then—For all Mankind! We'll get them in a pincer movement. Transform fire!"

Light-speed fireballs struck the PALENQUE and enveloped the 200-meter globe in iridescent flame for several seconds. Then the Beast spacecraft hurtled past beneath the ship at a distance of only a few kilometers while the PALENQUE accelerated into space.

Two of the nine spacecraft suddenly turned into seething fireballs, speeding onwards through the atmosphere along their initial courses like comets.

"Bull's-eye!" someone shouted.

Sharita noted with approval that the Akonian weapons officer was as good at his job as Harriett Hewes.

The Beast formation dispersed as it pursued the two fleeing spaceships in a wide arc. In the hull of the lead ship appeared a glowing crack that quickly spread. Within no more than ten seconds, the spacecraft broke apart. The defense shields of two other Beast ships collapsed as they collided with pieces of debris. Heavy Impulse fire finished off the two ships.

The PALENQUE found itself again in a crossfire. With a wrenching evasive maneuver, Pearl Laneaux pulled the ship out of the enemy's gun tracking for just a few seconds. More wasn't possible as their velocity was still quite low. At the same time, the next Transform explosion went off, although this time it only grazed one of the Beast ships.

"We've got nine more on our backs!" Driscol reported. "Sharita, they're launching on an assembly line!"

She had been afraid of that. Sheer weight of numbers would overwhelm them. She didn't realize that Hartich van Kuespert had come to much the same conclusion a short time before. She suddenly wondered where Rhodan and the others were. Had they been gone from Gorbas IV for some time now or were they possibly in the immediate vicinity of the Beast assembly plant and the hangars?

Sharita wished that she didn't have to make such a difficult decision.

Again salvo fire struck the ship. The load indicator for the paratron shield shot into the warning zone. Two explosions merged into each other and fell beneath the PALENQUE like new suns in the night sky.

Shouts, terse commands, and the increasingly loud rumbling from the depths of the ship. The occasional whining of the absorbers that had to compensate for the extreme strain ... Everything melted into the background for Sharita. A brilliant fiery glow leaped out of the screens. The PALENQUE seemed to be torn apart by the unleashed forces, but a moment later, blackness showed on the image once more.

The next wave of Beast spacecraft burst out of their hangar shafts.

Sharita's pulse raced. Bent well forward, she sat there, her hands clutching her seat's armrests, her focus on the detector readout.

"We can't win!" Harriett's voice. "They outnumber us by too many. Sharita ... ?"

Sharita bit her lower lip until it bled. She felt the warmth and stickiness of the blood. She realized that she was on the point of gambling away the fate of the PALENQUE and her crew, but she couldn't do anything else. "We have to find Rhodan and those with him," she wanted to say. "No matter how, but we've got to do it ... " She wasn't able to make even a sound.

An outcry of many voices ...

The sensation of being rapidly spun around ...

The defense shield on the point of collapse ... Then new explosions; fingers of flame that reached hungrily for the ship. The sudden violent shaking, as though the entire ship was being torn apart by the vibrations ... The Beasts were using their Interval cannons.

"Escape velocity! We've got to pull out ... "

"No!" Sharita had made a decision, accepting all its consequences. And if she were to be damned for it and burn for all eternity in Hell, then so be it. "Take us back down!" she ordered. The PALENQUE had already distanced itself from Gorbas IV by a good million kilometers. "Harriett, Transform fire on the hangar shafts!"

The weapons officer turned pale. "From this distance ... "

"I know our target accuracy. You are authorized to fire as soon as you can be certain of getting just the hangars."

"You're condemning our people to death, Sharita!" the First Officer protested.

"Aren't they already long dead?"

"I don't have to remind you that Rhodan ... "

Sharita shook her head mutely. A handful of men and one woman against the lives of possibly hundreds of thousands of people when the Beasts began their major offensive. She never would have thought someday she would have to make such a decision. It was insanity, but no one could relieve her of the responsibility. Not for that which would happen on this planet, and certainly not for the consequences for the League of Free Terrans.

Sharita connected to the com station. "Alemaheyu, have you ... ?"

The man shook his head. "No signs of life from Rhodan, Tolot, and the others. Nothing, Sharita. I'm sorry ... ."

"Very well," she said tonelessly. "I can cope with this."

Still 200,000 kilometers to go. Gorbas IV was back within range, and the Beasts attacked. Their energy beams struck the defense field incessantly.

Two enormous explosions along the line of flight. The PALENQUE raced through the outlying tendrils of flame, then the planet disappeared from the forward vidscreen. Distance increased again as Pearl had torn the ship out of its course in an abrupt maneuver. Twelve detection echoes had been approaching on a collision course; now the distance from them grew once more. Just slightly, it was true, but the PALENQUE had gained some space.

Two of the ships exploded almost simultaneously.

"The LAS-TOOR is here!" Omer Driscol exclaimed. "Jere tan Baloy is mounting a relief attack. Damn, what ... ?" Four more echoes had appeared. Emerging from the LAS-TOOR, they were fanning out. "They're fighters!" Driscol called out. "Jere sent out his fighters!"

"How many Beast ships are there?"

"Still too many."

"How many?" Sharita pressed.

"Twenty-eight. As for what's on the night side ... "

"Then we'll make sure once and for all that there won't be any more."

Sharita thought fleetingly of Levian Paronn's small fleet. Three of his ships had been destroyed by the Beasts because he hadn't anticipated such an attack. Now the Beasts wouldn't have many more successes due to surprise. Still, she had to thank her luck that the PALENQUE wasn't hurtling down towards Gorbas IV under an even heavier attack.

The ship entered the atmosphere over the planet's equator and trailed a stream of ionized gas molecules behind it. The Beast base was on the opposite side, and the PALENQUE's course took it over the north pole.

"Still nothing from our people," Alemaheyu called.

Just then, two Beast ships climbed above the horizon. They were approaching at almost a right angle from the east, but were too slow to overtake the PALENQUE. Although they remained visible for only a few moments, that short time span was enough for Harriett Hewes to heavily damage at least one of the black spacecraft with a Transform shot.

Seconds later, the PALENQUE was shooting over the north pole, by this time so low in the atmosphere that the shockwave and the trailing hurricane must have left severe devastation behind. But the Gorbas System would be consumed in the radiation from the super-nova anyway.

"Target area in detection! Several Beast ships approaching!"

At the same time, the next Transform projectile dematerialized. Just 6000 kilometers ahead, the inferno of the explosion spread out.

 As a new sun seemed to rise above the horizon, Alemaheyu called out excitedly. "I've got Rhodan ... ! Hard to understand, but ... " He switched on the loudspeaker fields. Crackling interference noise suddenly filled the control center, but somehow, in the midst of it, everyone could recognize Rhodan's voice.

" ... Beasts ... got us ... Tolot is fighting ... doesn't have a chance ... "

The PALENQUE continued to hurtle southwards. The second explosion, just 3000 kilometers ahead, was much more violent than the first. Glowing debris shot kilometers high into the atmosphere and then rained down over a wide area. Then the ship was already past the hangar installation, racing with renewed acceleration into the blackness above. In addition, thermal and disintegrator salvos tore up the ground above the base and left deep scars. A third explosion raised the landscape noticeably higher for kilometers around, then the rock split apart and the inferno burst through rapidly spreading cracks. It was now apparent that the Transform hit in one of the hangars had caused colossal destruction. Either the base's energy storage banks had gone into a fusion explosion or the reactors of launch-ready spacecraft had blown up in a chain reaction.

The second hit must have caught a launching Beast ship in the hangar shaft. The devastation had been all the more widespread as a result.

A gigantic fist seemed to strike the PALENQUE. Deep within the ship, the generators howled.

"Paratron collapsing!"

Sharita hardly reacted to the exclamation. "Perry!" she shouted into the microphone field. "What's going on? Perry—I need your position!"

"Give it up!" Alemaheyu could barely make himself understood over the noise. "I don't know where they are."

Again the PALENQUE was violently rocked. The last layers of the paratron shield blew away with the flickering hyperspace cracks, then sun-like flames engulfed the ship. The displays of images from the exterior monitors went blank en masse.

"Back!" Sharita wanted to order, but at that moment the hyperdetection showed a series of heavy explosions in the vicinity of the base. Four Beast spacecraft still rose from the inferno, but only three of them reached space. The fourth seemed to have suffered damage during the launch. Engines flaming, it plowed into the ground 900 kilometers north of its hangar.

Sharita caught her breath. The crash site lay very close to the area where the Space-Jet had stood.

"Perry, report!" She almost didn't recognize herself any more. It was hard to accept that soon nothing would be the same as it had been.

Flickering, the paratron shield re-formed. Pearl Laneaux attempted in vain to bring the ship on a course that would take it away from the Beasts. Too many black spacecraft had already left their hangars. One or two impacts from the heavy Interval cannons would now crush the PALENQUE like a food can.

"It's like I always say—you have to look after Terrans!" Jere tan Baloy's voice resounded in the com receivers once more. The LAS-TOOR flew on a nearly parallel course and with it two of the swift and maneuverable fighters.

Moments later, the paratron shield stood at full strength. The Akonian cruiser turned away. In vain, Sharita looked in the hyperdetection display for the other two fighters. She clenched her fists in unconscious rage. She wondered who might have been flying the fighting craft. Probably some of the men and women that they had come to know in recent weeks.

A fleeting glance at the basic data blended into the holo. Still at least three minutes until attaining the minimal transition speed for attaining ultralight flight. The PALENQUE had come through its baptism of fire with flying colors. However, God knew, it had been nothing to brag about.

Meanwhile, the LAS-TOOR was being attacked by several of the small spacespheres.

"Pearl," Sharita said, her voice shrill, "new attack course! We're going to pull our friends out of there!"

Just seconds later, Driscol reported a multitude of new detections.

Twenty large spacecraft had dropped down out of hyperspace, one after the other. Their active scanning was detected, but there were no call signs that made an identification possible. The ships were setting their course for Gorbas IV.
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Perry Rhodan's unambiguous gesture forced Norwell to lower his beamer again. The look on the prospector's face spoke volumes, however. He wouldn't give up without a fight and he would sooner turn the weapon on himself than voluntarily submit to the black-skinned giants.

The five Beasts surrounded Tolot. They still considered him to be one of them. That was clear by the way they spoke with him. Meanwhile, they pointed several times at the Terrans until at length one of them raised his beamer and aimed it at the group.

Tolot was next to him at once and shoved the weapon arm aside. The Beast's thundering outcry shook the control room. A brilliant ray hissed out of the weapon and struck the domed ceiling in a spray of molten material.

Two other Beasts attacked Tolot from behind and held his arms. Against such superior force, even the battle-tested Halutian could not resist. He was dragged inexorably backwards, but then made an abrupt countermove. The opponent who held his right arm staggered forwards and Tolot's raised elbow slammed into the lower half of the Beast's head. There was a crack like the collision of two gliders. At the same time, Tolot let go of his first opponent's weapon hand, completed the turn he had begun, and rammed the top of his head against the other's head joint.

For a moment it was frighteningly quiet. Then with a bellow, the Beast threw itself forwards, trying to bury Tolot beneath it. With all four arms it held on to the Halutian, who as a result was unable to stand fully erect again. Along with his burden, Tolot staggered to one side.

He swayed as powerful kicks struck his legs, then took exactly two uncontrolled steps backwards. As he did so, he knocked into the Beast that he had just sent to the floor but which had just as quickly stood up again. Tolot fell and took the other two with him. A chair was smashed under their impact; they crashed against a console, and a chance sweeping blow by an arm was enough to rip the covering away for a length of several meters.

Most of the screens suddenly went blank. One of the main power supply feeds must have been damaged and flickering flames like St. Elmo's Fire licked over the group.

At that moment, Rhodan became aware of the whispering in his helmet. The noise and spectacle of the fight had distracted him. At first he thought he was hearing van Kuespert, then he realized that there was finally a connection with the PALENQUE.

"Alemaheyu!" he exclaimed. "Is that you, Alemaheyu?"

The com operator didn't react. He continued speaking, but in the next moment he could hardly be understood, and the moment after that his voice was severely distorted.

"Try to get a fix on our location!" Rhodan exclaimed. "The Beasts have got us cornered. Tolot is fighting against them, but he doesn't have a chance. Hurry!"

It was over. Rhodan realized that when two of the Beasts pulled Tolot upright and the third held the Halutian in check with a beamer. The two who had not taken part in the fight stood menacingly and fully erect in front of him and his companions. There was no doubt that they would not hesitate to shoot if there were any further attempts at resistance.

Rhodan slowly raised his hands. He saw that van Kuespert did the same. Norwell still hesitated, but moments later his beamer crashed to the floor.

One of the Beasts said something. The words sounded harsh and grating, all but unwillingly spoken, but Rhodan realized that the colossus was using the Lemurian language.

"Are you spies of the Tamanium?"

"The Great Tamanium was smashed by the Righteous Ones of Time," Rhodan replied. "But that happened a very long time ago."

"What do you know about it?"

"No more than what the Righteous One"—he indicated Icho Tolot with a jerk of his head—"has told us."

"He is not one of us."

Rhodan heard a distant rumbling. The giant that threatened Tolot with his gun gave a curt order. One of the others responded by sitting down at a control panel and operating it. After a few moments, the Beast turned around. "Two ships of the Time Criminals are attacking the assembly plant and the hangars! They have already inflicted heavy damage on the arsenal."

"Kill them!" the leader ordered. He raised his beamer and aimed it at Tolot's head. Rhodan couldn't tell if his friend was able to harden his bodily structure but that wouldn't help Solina Tormas or the prospectors from the PALENQUE. He saw Tolot rear up and try with all his strength to break free of the Beasts' grip.

"Hork Nomas will not think highly of this!" Tolot exclaimed. "Nomastos was once the commander of the Righteous Ones' Fourth Fleet and today ... "

"I know the name."

"Today he will again lead a proud fleet against the descendants of the Lemurians," Tolot rumbled. "Nomastos has endured the ages in order to punish the criminals."

"You assert that Hork Nomas is one of the Old Ones?"

"Yes, that is so."

"Tell me your name! Where do you come from?"

"My home world is Halute."

Rhodan still didn't dare breathe. He assumed that Tolot had known the commander in the past. Nomas seemed to be an important figure.

"My name is something you should also remember," the Halutian roared. "I am Icho Tolot."

"Tolot," the leader repeated, then bellowed at his underlings. "Seize the traitor! His name was given to me; he is collaborating with the descendants of the Lemurians." He looked around triumphantly. "Kill these Lemurians!"

 

There was no variation of tone in that roaring bellow. Each sentence seemed equally threatening. Rhodan noticed that Solina Tormas had turned pale.

The thunder in the distance had become a constant roar. Rhodan had no doubt that the PALENQUE and the LAS-TOOR were attacking the Beast base together after their first maneuver. That was why there had been the unexpected com contact after so many failed attempts before. Perhaps the Akonian fleet was even taking part in the attack on Gorbas IV. If that was the case, he couldn't anticipate what Levian Paronn would do. Had his crushing disappointment made him unpredictable or had he realized that it was worthwhile to fight even in this era?

"Hayden," Rhodan whispered, not taking his eyes off the Beasts. "Before all hell breaks loose, grab Solina and the others and then get out of here no matter what happens. That applies to you, too, Hartich."

"But ... "

"Get moving and clear out before the first Transform salvos hit."

"If you stay, then we're staying," the physicist replied.

"We're done for either way," Norwell said.

"Just get out of here!" Rhodan insisted. "I'll manage this ... "

"Now, Rhodanos!" Tolot roared, and at that moment activated his deflector field. The two Beasts who continued to hold him didn't react, but for the others he turned invisible in the space of an instant.

Nothing happened. The leader didn't fire his heavy Impulse beamer, although hardening his bodily structure couldn't have saved Tolot from the weapon's deadly effects. Nor did the others attack the presumed Lemurians. They stood there as though frozen into statues, and only the glowing of their eyes indicated that they were still alive.

Rhodan was already holding a fusion grenade in his hand. It was powerful enough to devastate half the control room. Still, he hesitated to set it off.

"This isn't really happening, is it?" Norwell looked in disbelief past the barrel of his beamer, which was aimed at the head of one of the Beasts, but the monster didn't react at all.

"This is Boryk's work," Rhodan guessed. "He's controlling all five."

"How is he doing it?" Norwell didn't even consider lowering his beamer. "He's already half-dead himself. He can't keep this up for very long."

Tolot became visible again. He took the Beasts' weapons, ejected their energy magazines, and tossed them carelessly aside. He kept only the Interval beamer.

"All right, people, let's get out of here!" Norwell urged.

"Boryk is dripping with sweat," Shimon said. "He has a high fever."

"Never mind that." Norwell took two steps to one side without taking his eyes off the Beast. With his left hand he reached for Shimon and jerked him around. "Let's move! If you want to play the hero, do it somewhere else. What Perry is holding will put this place out of business."

Tolot fired the Interval beamer at the closed outer door, then leaped forward and tore the remains of the blasted metal along with him.

The corridor was empty. After waiting until everyone had gathered around him, Tolot glanced back and saw Rhodan looking at him. But the Terran closed his hand around the fusion grenade and gave a barely perceptible shake of his.

"The teleporter is one level above us!" the Halutian exclaimed.

Meanwhile, the noise seemed to be coming from all around them, but the explosions were still several kilometers away. The waves of vibrations they had set off were becoming more and more noticeable. If one of these increasingly violent shocks damaged energy storage banks or generators, the destruction would soon reach areas that were not under direct fire. Rhodan guessed that the attack would concentrate on the underground hangars.

He looked back repeatedly but no one was following them. Boryk had closed his eyes and occasionally the hint of a smile played at the corners of his mouth. His face was almost drained of blood and appeared as though made of wax. Droplets of sweat left glistening trails behind on his skin.

"I think he's dreaming." Shimon held the Lemurian more tightly. He was clearly having trouble keeping up with the others, but as Solina turned towards him, he merely shook his head.

"Perhaps, in his mind, he's on his ark," Rhodan said.

"Yes, perhaps ... "

Suddenly, the floor seemed to rear up. A deafening shriek of tearing metal filled the air as an invisible fist began to pound the corridor. Cracks appeared and spread like wildfire.

Behind them, the corridor filled with smoke. From out of the swirling vapor, the massive forms of several Beasts suddenly emerged. Rhodan threw the fusion grenade. The cylinder-shaped object wasn't any longer than three centimeters, but it contained an antigrav that activated itself automatically. Consequently, the throwing range amounted to a good hundred meters before the capsule struck and detonated.

A bright flash of light engulfed everything. Only their helmet visor filters prevented the Terran and his companions from being blinded. Then the searing wave of heat swept towards them. Shimon clutched Boryk even more tightly and hurried on.

The Beasts remained lost in the seething inferno. Tolot stormed onwards once more. Rhodan couldn't see him now but he heard his furious bellowing and then the sound of the Interval beamer.

No one slowed their pace. Emotionally drained, they were no longer frightened. Like robots they hurried onwards, and only their rapid breathing could be heard in the helmetcom.

Tolot's shots had sent two Beasts to the floor.

Again the ground shook. The thunder of heavy explosions melted into a single menacing roar. In front of them the corridor opened into a hall containing transformers and energy storage banks.

The technology didn't seem particularly antiquated, but it was bulky in comparison with current standards. Perhaps this impression was reinforced by the lack of outer coverings. All the machines had been reduced to stark functionality.

For several minutes, Rhodan had been trying again to reach the PALENQUE or the LAS-TOOR over his helmetcom, but without success.

"Solina," he said to the historian, "we have to be able to access the LAS-TOOR's teleporter!"

The teleporter stood not even twenty meters away. Rhodan breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that there hadn't been any significant damage here. Minor cracks in the floor, dust falling from the ceiling ... Rhodan ignored everything else, his attention at the moment focused solely on the machine.

It was an old Akonian model: two columns each twice the thickness of a man, with an energy field spanning the gap between them. It wasn't one of the familiar arched gateway teleporters, but still one designed for greater interstellar distances. Tolot was already manipulating the controls. At the same time he was speaking quickly to Hartich van Kuespert—or the physicist to him. It wasn't quite clear which. Tolot seemed to know how to operate the machine: he had already activated the transport field, and ...

It couldn't have formed within so few seconds. The Halutian wasn't that fast. Rhodan felt an icy prickling on his neck. The transport field had already been active; someone had just used the teleporter.

"Put your weapons away!" Tolot's bass voice suddenly ordered. "I will not tolerate these Lemurians being injured!"

Slowly, avoiding any hasty movement, Rhodan turned around. He saw the others frozen like statues.

Three Beasts had surrounded them. They had probably come through the teleporter just a few minutes before.

"Where is Garm Hesset?" The one asking the question was somewhat taller than Icho Tolot and wider in the shoulders. His skin glistened with an oily sheen and was almost spotless. Rhodan suspected that this Beast had recently emerged from one of the breeding tanks. Considering the activated teleporter, it was also very likely that he had not even originated on Gorbas IV. That meant that other arsenal planets had also endured the ages undamaged. A massive, devastating attack against Lemurian planets would probably be launched very soon.

"I do not know," Tolot replied. "In the wake of the attack on the hangars, I have lost contact with Hessetos." Again he used the familiar form of address, formed by adding the syllables -os or -tos to the name of the indicated individual. He was trying to establish a feeling of trust.

"I have the task of taking the Lemurians to safety," Tolot continued, unmoved by the weapons still trained on him. "They are bearers of secrets who fell into Hessetos' hands when their spacecraft landed on this planet. They will cooperate with us."

"Traitors? They are betraying their own race?" That thought didn't seem to please the leader at all. "Go on!" he ordered Tolot.

A new bombardment began, followed by violent tremors.

"There is nothing else," Tolot replied. "With the attack by the Lemurian descendants, the new war has begun—sooner than planned."

"Not much sooner." The Beast made a gesture of agreement. "I am Ion Lissos. Your name ... ?"

"Fancan Telk." Tolot apparently gave the first name that occurred to him.

The noise surged deafeningly over them. Dirt rained down from the ceiling. Rhodan saw the tense faces of his companions, distorted by fear. Everyone was putting their faith in Boryk and hoping that the Lemurian clone would also force these three Beasts under his mental control. Even Tolot seemed to be waiting for that.

"We will go through the teleporter," Ion Lissos decided. "At once! We cannot save the Serkhen Arsenal by ourselves."

"Where?" Tolot asked.

"Paggosh," was the terse answer.

Their weapons held ready, the Beasts herded everyone to the teleporter. The explosions were now dangerously close. Not far from the nearest generator, a ceiling plate weighing tons crashed down.

One of the Beasts shoved Norwell and van Kuespert into the transport field and then leaped after them himself. Then it was Rhodan's turn. Half turning, he saw that the last of the Beasts was dragging Solina, Shimon, and Boryk along like dolls.

A fraction of a second later, his surroundings changed.
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"Spacespheres, various diameters!" Omer Driscol announced, and added, just a shade less frantically, "Including two 800-meter units. Man, they're big ... "

"Omer!" Sharita exclaimed sharply. "Please be precise!"

The hyperdetection officer nodded slightly. "Hyperdetection shows them to be GUARDIAN-class ships. The equatorial rim is unmistakable."

"Then they're LFT ships? Where did they come from?"

Driscol grinned broadly. "I'll give you three guesses. Whew, that gets us out of this mess. I think the ships came because of Perry."

"Alemaheyu!" Sharita called.

"Com connection established," the gangling Terran replied. "I'm being transferred."

Moments later, the hologram of a tall and powerfully built man stabilized. Sharita estimated his height to be a good two meters. His snow-white hair stood in stark contrast to his dark brown skin.

"Commander Hork Simmons," he introduced himself. "Terran Special Fleet."

"Commander Sharita Coho of the ... "

" ... PALENQUE. I know."

If nothing else, that made it clear to everyone that the twenty ships hadn't appeared in the Gorbas System by chance.

Two Beast spacecraft caught the PALENQUE between them and opened fire with their Interval cannons. Pearl Laneaux tried to escape the attack in a risky break-out maneuver. At the same time, Harriett Hewes fired. One of the Beast ships was torn apart by the fury of the explosion.

"The LAS-TOOR just went into ultralight!" Driscol called. "They escaped their pursuers by a damn thin hair. Attention: LAS-TOOR materializing about twenty million kilometers above the ecliptic."

Simmons got right to the point. "Where is Perry Rhodan?"

"On the Beast planet," Sharita replied just as tersely.

"Beasts ... ? We're aware that ... "

"Thousands of their spacecraft are standing in the underground hangars on Gorbas IV. We've attacked their launch shafts, but that isn't enough. They're still taking off."

"The Resident ... ?"

" ... is actually down there somewhere. We had a brief com contact with him a few minutes ago, but no location. Position assumed to be north of the assembly plants and hangar facilities."

"We'll put an end to this horror," Commander Simmons promised. "For you and the LAS-TOOR, your battle is finished, Sharita. Leave the rest to us."

Alemaheyu Kossa opened the magnetic seam of his shirt a little more than usual and rubbed his neck with his left hand. "He knows the name of our Akonian friends' ship," he murmured significantly. "Did I miss something?"

"Rhodan is down there with some of our crew members," Sharita said. "We'd like to see them again—alive."

The effect of her words was quite incredible. Hork Simmons stared at her with wide eyes. First his healthy facial color gave way to paleness, then the blood shot to his cheeks. "Do you realize what you're saying?" he demanded. "We'd like to see Rhodan again just as much. If only because if we fail, Reginald Bull, the League Defense Minister, would personally kick us in the hindquarters."

The connection dissolved.

For some seconds afterwards, Sharita continued to stare at the place where the hologram of the Fleet commander had just been displayed. Then she shook her head. "There's an attitude in the Fleet," she said, "that's almost as bad as the one on board our prospectors' tub."

At last the PALENQUE had also reached the immersion speed for the metagrav maneuver. The short ultralight jump brought the ship near the LAS-TOOR.

"Alemaheyu ... !"

"I know," the com officer said. "Increase contact attempts with our people. But I'm afraid ... "

Sharita's piercing glare made him go silent. Via the hyperdetector they followed the assault of the Terran ships on Gorbas IV. Even with their Interval cannons, the Beast ships could hardly touch the battleships' multilayered paratron shields. In turn the huge spacespheres' Transform salvos shredded one black spacecraft after another into flaming debris.

Meanwhile, more than one-hundred hyperdetection echoes were flying towards Gorbas IV. The Terran ships had launched rapid Space-Jets as well as sixty-meter corvettes. They didn't give the attacking Beast units a chance. Dozens of new suns flared up in the atmosphere and faded away just as quickly.

Sharita watched tensely as the first 500-meter battleships went into orbit. Transform explosions and the powerful energy outbursts that followed were detected on the planet. Violent battles ensued for the Beasts' last launching facilities, now protected by powerful paratron shields.

Soon, no more black spacespheres succeeded in leaving the planet.

Space-Jets and corvettes descended in the region of the Beasts' northern facilities, where the PALENQUE had recently stood. The ships released combat robots, which made their way into the subterranean base. Even though the Beasts' could delay the robots' advance for brief intervals, they couldn't hold them back for long.

Some six hours after the appearance of the small Terran fleet, Commander Hork Simmons announced the fall of the base. Large sections of it had been turned by the fire of the ships' guns into seething lakes of magma. A seemingly impenetrable black cloud expanded over the planet's northern hemisphere.

For a moment, it seemed to Sharita that someone had laid a shroud over it. But she dismissed that thought, annoyed with herself. The lack of news was by no means bad news; as long as the missing personnel weren't found, there was still hope.

Only in some of the subterranean areas were the four-armed giants still putting up bitter resistance.

Then came reports, first from the robots and a little later from the first ground troops, of largely destroyed laboratory halls. Tens of thousands of Beasts had been grown in these facilities. The deployment of the "biological combat machines," as Sharita thought of them, had apparently been imminent. In some of the damaged breeding tanks, the assault troops found still living Beasts.

Only the news that everyone on board the PALENQUE was hoping for remained unforthcoming. There was no trace of Perry Rhodan and his companions. Instead, there was devastation as far as the eye could see. Even in the areas of the sprawling base that had been spared a direct hit by Transform fire, blazing energy storage banks had unleashed firestorms. Where violent shock waves had triggered movements of rock, everything lay under thousands of tons of debris.

"Your Perry Rhodan has always managed to pull through," Jere tan Baloy said over the com. "You'll see, Sharita ... "

"Then you're more confident than I am," she interrupted him. "Just look at the pictures."

"I am aware of them."

A short time later, the space detector sounded an alarm. At the edge of the system, large spaceships were again dropping out of hyperspace. They weren't Beast ships, however, but fast Akonian cruisers. A few minutes later they went back into metagrav flight without responding to com calls.

"Observers," Sharita guessed. "Before long, a large fleet will turn up and accuse us of annexing the Gorbas System."

"We shouldn't be too pessimistic," Pearl told her. "On the other hand, I've been wondering how that Levian Paronn would react."

"You distrust him?"

"I don't know," she replied. "I really don't know."

Commander Hork Simmons called in again. "We may have found a trace of your people," he said.

"And of Perry?" Sharita asked spontaneously.

A smile played at the corners of Simmons' mouth. "And of Resident Perry Rhodan," he confirmed. "We've stationed a Space-Jet especially equipped for hyperdetection at a short distance from the system. The evaluation of all the data shows a slight peculiarity."

"And?" Sharita pressed when Simmons' pause seemed to go on for too long.

"Several teleporter pulses were detected. The position of the transmitter has since been narrowed down to exactly two kilometers."

Sharita glared at the Fleet commander as he went silent again.

"The teleporter is possibly of old Akonian construction. Certain specific features of the five-D directrix make that conclusion plausible. The location is a few kilometers from the first halls. Only we won't find anything there. After several explosions, the area is not only burned out but there have been large rock cave-ins. Craters have formed on the surface from the collapses."

Sharita suddenly felt herself perspiring. Her heartbeat raced. "Is ... it known ... where ... ?"

Simmons nodded. "The end point of the teleportation path has been determined with ninety percent probability. It lies in the border area of a large dark nebula no more than 6000 light-years distant. There are no inhabited solar systems in the area, a real cosmic wasteland."

"So it's the ideal location for another Beast base." The suspicion had simply popped out of Sharita's mouth. She could have slapped herself just then for that, because it complicated a great deal.

Simmons nodded again.

"What happens now?" Sharita asked. "If you request a well-armed battle fleet from Terra, that will take days ... "

"No," the white-haired Fleet commander replied. "I have all the necessary authority. Bull gave it to me personally. We're going to the end point of the teleporter jump."

"And the Beasts will kill our people as soon as they notice our fleet." For Sharita, it went without saying that the PALENQUE would go along. Nor would Jere tan Baloy be denied the right to take part, on account of Solina Tormas if nothing else.

Sharita's remark made Simmons' face darken. "With their two brains, the Beasts will hopefully realize that a man like Rhodan is worth a lot more to them as a hostage."

"Assuming they even know that they have Perry Rhodan," Sharita added, thinking of Norwell, Shimon, and van Kuespert as well. And of Boryk. Of what value were they to the Beasts? None, Sharita admitted to herself. She clenched her fists and her fingernails dug deeply into the palms of her hands.

Desperately she asked herself what she had done wrong. Withdrawing with the PALENQUE when the landing party switched to Tolot's HALUTE hadn't really seemed to be an option. But if she had, would what happened to the three ships in Paronn's small fleet have also happened to her and her crew? She didn't know, and now she only wanted one thing: to get all this behind her as fast as possible ...
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They had gone from the frying pan into the fire. That much was obvious to Perry Rhodan. In the Beasts' hands, in an intact base, their situation wasn't any better than it had been on Gorbas IV. The only glimmer of hope was Icho Tolot.

Rhodan caught a meaningful glance from the Halutian. He replied with a silent nod. Everything's okay, Tolotos. I'll make sure nobody does anything stupid.

Their surroundings were hardly any different than the place they had just left. These bases were doubtlessly built according to identical specifications. Rhodan could well imagine what pressure the Beasts had been under when they set up their arsenals. Their progressive pacification had been under way by then, which must have seemed to them like a strange sickness since it hadn't affected them all at the same time or to the same extent. It had probably even come to battles between the Righteous Ones of Time, and their once proud numbers were inexorably decimated.

On top of that, there would have repeated attacks by isolated Lemurian Fleet squadrons, unforgiving and relentless to the point of self-sacrifice.

Tolot spoke with Ion Lissos. Rhodan caught a series of old Lemurian terms. Tolot was making use of his knowledge about the war against the Great Tamanium. Now and then the Beast answered.

They ran through wide, brightly lit corridors. Here, too, they didn't encounter anyone. Rhodan only briefly noticed two Righteous Ones at an intersection of corridors. The pair looked at them curiously, then vanished as quickly as they had appeared.

"What's going to happen to us?" Norwell asked.

"Tolot passed us off as collaborators," Rhodan replied. "We are Lemurian descendants who want to cooperate with the Righteous Ones."

"Can he get away with that?"

"I hope so," Shimon murmured. The Beast had dragged him along with Solina through the teleporter with a seemingly playful grip and then urgently placed him back on his feet. Since then he had been stretching the arm that the colossus had grasped.

"Broken?" Rhodan asked.

"More like squeezed," the exobiologist groaned.

"What about Boryk?"

Shimon paused. Somehow he had managed to keep on holding the little man in his other arm. "He's smiling in his sleep," he said.

"Then at least he's happy," Solina said. "He senses the nearness of the Keepers."

"If only they really were Keepers!" van Kuespert exclaimed. "Then I wouldn't have any objections."

Norwell swore. "We've gone from the frying pan into the fire."

"You Terrans keep saying that but I don't know what it means," the Akonian woman complained. "I just wonder what's going to happen to us."

"It's very simple," the prospector replied. "First they'll squeeze everything out of us that they want to know. Then they won't need us anymore. Not exactly the brightest of prospects."

No one answered.

"Will they ... " Shimon finally said.

"Ask those guys yourself!"

"That all depends on what we have to offer them," Rhodan said.

"If it comes to that, then the entire Galaxy. No," Norwell added quickly, "I didn't mean that. Perry, we'll leave the talking to you."

The corridor ended in a hall that extended over several levels. A multitude of doors suggested adjoining rooms, and between them other corridors led deeper into the base.

Ion Lissos and Icho Tolot had come to a stop. Lissos turned and looked down at the humans, who reached just half his height, while exposing his frightening teeth. "Take them to the others!" he ordered the Righteous Ones who brought up the rear of the group. "Vel Utan, you are responsible for seeing that they remain alive. But take their weapons from them."

"What did he say?" Norwell asked.

"We don't have anything to fear for the time being," Rhodan answered.

Norwell didn't believe him. That was clear just from looking at the prospector. And Rhodan saw something else in Norwell's eyes: a flicker of increasing nervousness that made an unthinking grab for his beamer all the more likely.

After a few hundred meters, a large room opened up before them. "In there!" Vel Utan ordered. He yanked van Kuespert's and Norwell's weapons out of their holsters. At first the prospector was about to resist, but then he seemed to realize that it was pointless. With drooping shoulders he went on.

Meanwhile, Rhodan had taken hold of his own beamer by the barrel and handed it to the colossus. Utan's gaze mustered him appraisingly. Rhodan could almost make out an expression of curiosity in the large eyes, something he had always seen in Halutians he encountered for the first time.

The door closed behind him.

Rhodan turned around slowly. Three people were already occupying the room. There were no furnishings of any kind. The three simply huddled on the floor.

The woman stood up and slowly approached them. She looked curiously at each member of the group and finally lingered on Rhodan. A questioning expression appeared on her face, but she finally shook her head. Rhodan was certain that she thought she recognized him. But then she had probably told herself that it was impossible to be encountering the Terran Resident, here of all places. She likely thought now that her capacity for critical judgment was gradually diminishing. The look on her face suggested that. For his part, Rhodan wondered how long the three had been prisoners of the Beasts.

With an unconscious gesture, the woman brushed her hair back. "Welcome to hell, friends," she said. It sounded cynical and resigned at once.

Like the others, she wore a spacesuit, a standard model. She had pushed the helmet back into its neck rim.

"You are Terrans," she said. Only with Solina Tormas she wasn't completely certain, but she passed over the question with a shrug. "How did they get you? They attacked our ship. We're the only survivors." Apparently she didn't expect an answer, which wouldn't have changed anything about their situation anyway. "You can take off your helmets. They certainly aren't trying to poison us."

"Then what?" Van Kuespert had already removed his helmet. Norwell and Solina did the same. None of them had considered the possibility that they might have brought along aggressive micro-organisms from Gorbas IV. But it was too late now.

Rhodan hesitated for only a moment before he also opened his helmet. He looked at Boryk. He had never seen the Lemurian clone's face so relaxed. It looked as though Boryk really was having wonderful dreams that carried him away to his Garden of Everwas.

"They will interrogate you," the woman said. "But don't think they'll be particularly gentle about it." One of her fellow prisoners had by now risen to his feet, but she indicated with a brief jerk of her head the other man, who was groaning whilst trying to straighten up.

"I didn't say anything," he blurted, his voice distorted by pain. "Not a thing."

"Our captain got it first," the woman explained.

"Tomorrow ... is my birthday." He moaned lowly, but managed to remain upright on his knees. "Somehow we've got to get out of here ... " He faltered, seeming to remember where he was. "I am Delbert Brouk, captain of the ... I mean, I was captain, until these monsters destroyed our ship."

"Janna Pagnell, com operator," the woman said, introducing herself. "And he," she added, indicating the third man with a movement of her head, "is Reginald Lacross, our Second Pilot."

"Rhodan. My name is Perry Rhodan. I don't think I need to say anything more ... "

Brouk choked back a cough. His facial features distorted, but amusement flashed in his eyes. Finally he managed a hoarse laugh. "That's the way," he gasped, breathing heavily and wiping blood from his lips with the back of his hand. "Tell that to that gang of killers. Rhodan ... " He listened to the sound of the name. "If they have half their wits about them, they won't dare do anything to Perry Rhodan of all people. Not any more, anyway ... " He coughed again. " ... than they did to me."

"They've already killed one of us," Janna added in explanation. "I mean, one of us survivors." She faltered, frowned in puzzlement, and took a closer look at Rhodan. With two quick steps, she then stood before him, She hesitantly raised her hand, as though she wanted to feel his face, but finally just let her arm drop. "I'm seeing things ... " she murmured.

"Or perhaps not," Rhodan said.

Janna gave a small cry. No one could tell whether it expressed surprise or dismay. She probably didn't even know herself.

 

"Necc Magot is one of our Old Ones," Ion Lissos said casually. "He coordinates our forces in the Paggosh Arsenal."

"When will Paggosh be ready to strike?" Tolot asked.

"You are impatient, Fancan Teik?" Lissos answered, replying with a question of his own. "Is it really necessary that after 50,000 Lemurian years we defeat the Time Criminals as fast as possible?"

It wasn't just the tone of his voice that Tolot noticed, but also the way Ion Lissos was attempting to sound him out. True, Lissos took him for one of the Old Ones who had participated in the construction of the arsenals. Tolot's overbrain was already searching for a logical reason for his presence on Gorbas IV. Serkhen, Lissos had called the planet. Regardless, Tolot could assume that this Necc Magot wouldn't remember any Fancan Teik.

He suddenly stopped. Lissos took two steps forward, then turned around.

"Why do we still exist if the Lemurians or their descendants are truly the Time Criminals we consider them to be?" Tolot asked, ready for the other to leap on him bellowing in rage at any moment. "Or do I have to put the question a different way? Why have the humans allowed new Righteous Ones like you to grow in the breeding tanks at all?"

Lissos didn't attack him. He didn't even draw his beamer to shoot him down. Surprise could be seen in his facial expression. Still, the fact that he didn't seem more surprised suggested he had already been pondering the same thoughts.

"The Lemurians have had sufficient time to commit a time crime," Tolot continued. "For 50,000 years we were defenseless and only now are we becoming a new military force."

Lissos looked at him unmoved.

"The surviving Lemurians could have exterminated us at any time," Tolot went on. "I do not know why they did not do so—perhaps they were simply tired of the war. They did not transform Halute into a new sun with an Armageddon bomb. Instead, they used reforming rays, and under their influence the last Righteous Ones of Time became peaceful scientists. Today Lemurians and Halutians live together as friends."

Ion Lissos' facial features were frozen. His half-closed eyelids were a clear sign of his confusion. Tolot stiffened. He was ready to draw his beamer and shoot Lissos where he stood, free Rhodan and the others, and make a run for it. His chances weren't bad. He hadn't seen more than half a dozen Beasts since his arrival through the teleporter. And somewhere in the Paggosh Arsenal were thousands of spaceships; he only needed one for his escape.

"Even so, the Lemurians are Time Criminals," Lissos finally rumbled. "Garm Hesset spoke of a time machine on the surface of Serkhen ... "

" ... and of the Lemurian descendants who wanted to use that time machine to change the past," Tolot interrupted. His overbrain had calculated in a flash that he couldn't afford to make any mistakes with that statement.

"Are you familiar with the report?" Lissos asked.

"I know Garm Hesset, and I know that the time machine was destroyed. That did not happen during the Neo-Lemurians' attack on Serkhen but half a day before. I destroyed the time machine."

"And the Lemurians?"

"Their weak bodies cannot withstand any Righteous One." Tolot laughed. "They are dead."

There was a danger that Lissos might draw other conclusions and thereby make a connection with the presumed Lemurian traitors. In a threatening gesture he bared his teeth. "That is unfortunate," he said. "We could have interrogated them and learned more about the planned time crime."

"Yes, that we could have," Tolot agreed. "But I also know that the time machine was not brought to Serkhen by the Lemurians." He paused briefly to rouse Lissos' curiosity, but the Righteous One didn't react. "We did that ourselves," Tolot proclaimed. "Some of us almost made a time crime possible."

"So it is true." Lissos clenched his fists and his entire body tensed. "Magot spoke of that. Come!"

Not ten minutes later, they entered a surveillance control room. Several panoramic screens showed sections of space crowded with gleaming stars. But not even the nearby dark nebula in one of the displays was distinctive enough to allow more precise estimates of the base's galactic position.

Two Beasts were occupied with the controls for the breeding facilities. Tolot recognized the same seemingly endless rows of breeding tanks that he had seen on Gorbas IV. Some halls were already illuminated by a pale twilight.

 "Progress was more advanced on Serkhen by this time," he said.

"Soon we will be prepared," Lissos said. "Then the spaceships can take off."

At the other end of the control room, Necc Magot waited behind a massive console. He looked at them carefully at them.

"Ion Lissos!" he thundered when they were close enough, "You have overstepped your authority! You were to do nothing more than make a com connection with Garm Hesset."

"I used the teleporter ... "

" ... and so we now run the risk that the Neo-Lemurians will find us."

Lissos took two quick steps forward. With unmistakable aggression, he leaned over to the Old One, supporting his upper body on the console with three arms. "Garm Hesset is dead!" he exclaimed angrily. "The Lemurians are attacking Serkhen with spaceships and superior weapons. Complete destruction can be anticipated."

Magot gestured contemptuously. "We have to expect losses. It is regrettable but unavoidable."

"As regrettable as the Righteous Ones who died in their tanks?"

"Life and death are a constant cycle." Magot's gaze wandered to Tolot. He leaned back and crossed both pairs of arms over his chest. "Did he tell you this, Lissos?"

"I have eyes in my head to see it for myself."

The Old One ignored the remark and looked at Tolot again, appraising him.

"I considered you to be more capable, Ion Lissos," he said. "Perhaps it would have been better if the awakening signal had been received after your decomposition." He operated several controls, though not taking his eyes off Ion Lissos and Icho Tolot. "You bring strangers to Paggosh?"

"Fancan Teik was one of Garm Hesset's Old Ones."

"What did you call him?"

"Fancan ... "

Tolot didn't hear any more than that. The warning from his overbrain was unmistakable. At the same moment that he realized that the Old One had almost certainly recognized him, he was also leaping forward. But ghastly pain shot through him. He was thrown against an invisible wall and a moment later he was writhing on the ground and bellowing. Then he felt nothing more.

 

When he could think again, he was lying on a bare steel floor in an unfurnished, windowless room. Although he couldn't make out a source of illumination, the room was lit in a diffuse twilight.

How much time had passed, he couldn't tell. Not only his weapons but also his equipment had been taken from him. He had only been left with his protective suit.

He rolled over with difficulty. He was unable get up on the first attempt; he had to support himself additionally with his chest arms. The energy shock he'd been given had paralyzed his muscles.

"I had hoped that one day we would meet again. To be quite honest, I went into cold sleep with that single thought, and I was thinking of nothing else when I was awakened. That was more than fifty Lemurian days ago."

Despite his numbness, Tolot recognized the voice that spoke to him from out of nowhere. Necc Magot.

Staggering, he got to his feet.

"Icho Tolot, the traitor," the Old One continued. "Tolot, who betrayed his own people just as much as he did the Neo-Lemurians. You are a Time Criminal—and do you know what happens to Time Criminals?" Magot roared with laughter.

Tolot had determined from which direction the sound came. And even if it was only an audio field that Magot was using to speak to him, he would smash the projector in one of the walls. Despite the warning from his overbrain, he stormed forward ...

... and ran into an energy screen that knocked him back. Magot's laughter now sounded triumphant.

"Actually, we must be grateful to you, Tolot. For opening our eyes. You told the Commander of the Fourth Fleet of a future in which Halute ruled the Galaxy. But your escape proved the opposite. At the time we thought you were dead, but I still studied your appearance, analyzed your behavior over and over again. I did not want to believe you had died at some point in time long before the completion of our arsenals. Your way back to this era was simple after you damaged the time machine. Nothing was easier than boarding one of the generation ships that those Lemurian Time Criminals had sent out on their journeys. You calculated the course vectors of the ships from the visual recordings."

"You are possibly correct," Tolot replied. "But then I did so because I know that neither the Lemurians nor their descendants are truly Time Criminals. I know them. They never would have risen against our people. We ourselves are to blame for our fate, Necc Magot! With our distrust and our destructive fury. You must finally realize this! It is still not too late for a peaceful settlement."

Why was he talking to a blank wall? He knew that he would never be able to convince the Old One.

"You sabotaged the Light Cruiser SHAKAN," Magot continued. "If you had not done that, the Time Criminal Levian Paronn would have been killed. Then there never would have been the threat of Lemurian time experiments, and therefore there never would have been the Great War."

"In that case, the Righteous Ones of Time became Time Criminals themselves," Tolot contradicted him. "Besides, it could not have been Levian Paronn's leap into the early years of Lemurian space travel that caused the First Guardians of Time to panic."

"You are insane," the Old One snapped. "You are accusing the victims of being the perpetrators. Even so, I will not have you killed immediately. Because you must watch as your Lemurians are destroyed."

"I have always protected them," Tolot said, "and I am proud of that. Even on the first star ark that I boarded after escaping from the Beasts, I was accepted as a friend."

"You employ the pejorative language of the Lemurians? Do you consider yourself a Beast?"

"I consider myself a friend of mankind. I even defended the Lemurians of the CHODOK MON against the Beasts the day they appeared near that ark."

"You think and act like a Lemurian, Icho Tolot. Then you will die like a Lemurian. Yes, we wanted to destroy the generation ships. But then our first cruiser did not return. We had considered this an easy task. It was that loss that lead to the idea of allowing the ships to continue unmolested into the future. They were supplied with tiny hypercom transmitters that would alert us as soon as strangers boarded them. How do you like it now, Icho Tolot, to be the one who is himself to blame for the fate of the Lemurians?"

Necc Magot's laughter went on and on. The Old One was obsessed or had gone mad during the long cryogenic sleep. But that didn't help Tolot. He couldn't break out of the energy cage.

Then there was silence. Magot said nothing more. And Icho Tolot was left alone with his worst fears.

 

Janna Pagnell's outcry awakened Rhodan. He hadn't fallen as deeply asleep as the others and was immediately alert.

Ion Lissos had arrived. Rhodan recognized the Righteous One of Time at once.

An aura of menace surrounded the colossus, and it was due less to the heavy beamer at his hip than to his attitude. He stood there at his full height, just under four meters. He had folded his middle pair of arms against his chest while his powerful manipulation arms were akimbo. His fists were pressed against his sides. In that position he seemed incredibly wide.

In his eyes, which he had extended, blazed an all-consuming fire. Rhodan felt as though he could sense the Beast's anger. Lissos seemed to him almost like a Halutian on the brink of an urge purge.

"Icho Tolot has been rendered harmless." The Beast's voice sounded like an unmuffled running engine . But what alarmed Rhodan more was that Lissos knew Tolot's name. That meant the Beasts had identified the Halutian and for them he could be nothing other than a traitor.

"Tolot is a Time Criminal." Lissos' teeth ground horribly together. "He awaits the same punishment that awaits all Lemurians."

"So Tolotos is still alive," Rhodan said.

The Beast abruptly turned towards him. An indefinable gleam shone in its eyes. "Is it true that Halutians and Lemurians live side by side in peace in this era?"

"It is true. What do the Beasts want to do now?"

"We are Righteous Ones of Time, not Beasts," Lissos rumbled.

Rhodan pressed his own fists against his hips, which didn't change the fact that he still seemed like a dwarf next to the colossus. A quick glance to the side showed him the breathless tension of the others.

"Do the Righteous Ones of Time wish to murder their own kind as much as they do the human beings who descend from the Lemurians?" he asked. "A hundred thousand Halutians in this Galaxy are a force that certainly will not tremble before the Righteous Ones, and humanity will rise up alongside them. Tolotos has prevented a time crime. We were with him. Should we be punished because we acted in accordance with what is right?"

"You speak of the events on Serkhen, Lemurian? Of the destruction of the Lemurian time machine? Who destroyed it?"

"Icho Tolot."

"So the time machine was not used?"

"It was."

A low growling came from Lissos' jaws. "Who used it?"

"Icho Tolot."

The Beast was silent for a time. Rhodan suspected that its overbrain was calculating the many probabilities. It was still unclear to him what knowledge of the past Lissos really possessed, but the only logical conclusion the Righteous One could reach would match the truth. Tolot had traveled by means of the time machine into the past and returned on board a generation ship.

"The older Tolot destroyed the time machine after the younger Tolot went back to the time of the Great War?" Lissos finally asked.

"That's correct."

"No Lemurian went with him?

 "None!"

"I do not believe I can trust the word of a Lemurian."

That caught Rhodan's attention. The Beast spoke of trust, and that was something he really couldn't have expected. Lissos was reminding him more and more of Icho Tolot. But it was possible he was only telling himself that. Because that's exactly what I want to believe? he wondered. On the other hand ... He immediately pushed aside the thought that had just occurred to him. At the moment there was no proof to support it.

"I am not a Lemurian," he replied, "although their planet Lemur is also my home world. For us the planet is called Terra."

"Tell me your name!"

"I am Perry Rhodan. Ask Tolotos and he will tell you ... " Rhodan didn't get any further.

With a sound something like a groan, Lissos turned around halfway. His predatory teeth glistened as he pointed with both chest arms at the captain lying on the floor. "During interrogation, he also called himself Perry Rhodan. What manner of name is that?"

No one tortures Perry Rhodan—that had been Delbert Brouk's thinking, his desperate hope against the overpowering Beasts.

Rhodan stood straight. "It is the name of the man who led the people of the planet once called Lemur to the stars again. Who lives in peace with Halutians and ... "

Lissos leaped forward. Rhodan saw only a shadow racing towards him, then a slight arm movement by the Beast knocked him to one side. A sudden pain shot through him. He was sent spinning and managed to absorb the impact to some extent. Even so, he lay numbly for some seconds until he rolled over on his side and got back to his feet.

Lissos bent down over him. He raised his arm again, but this time just jabbed Rhodan in the chest with two fingers. Still, Rhodan staggered back several steps. Behind him was the wall; he wouldn't be able to dodge any further blows.

"The leader of the Neo-Lemurians ... " Lissos said. "If I kill you, I will rob the Lemurians of their leadership ... "

"Then you'll have to kill me, too!" The cry echoed through the room. Solina Tormas approached with her head held high. She met the gaze of the Beast with unwavering eyes. "I am not a Terran. My home world is Drorah, the main planet of the former eighty-seventh Tamanium. But we all think as I do. We humans may not be united in many things. Even so, you will learn this: The Righteous Ones have only the choice of living with us in peace or meeting their final destruction."

For a long moment, it appeared as though Ion Lissos wanted to knock her aside with an angry motion, but then he merely responded with a rumbling that rose from deep within his converter stomach.

"The Akonian is right." Hayden Norwell placed himself in front of Solina. "If you kill one of us, you'll have to kill all of us."

Hartich van Kuespert came forward, and so did Isaias Shimon. Both stood between Perry Rhodan and the Beast. This was one very theatrical gesture, Rhodan thought, which demonstrated nothing more than their personal helplessness. Even so, it felt good to know that human beings were sticking together. That meant his ancient dream, dating from when he had brought the divided nations of Earth together after the first moon landing, was still alive. At least the hope would never die.

Unmoved, Ion Lissos stared at them. "I do not understand you Lemurians," he muttered. "No one goes to their death voluntarily."

"You are forcing us to." Janna Pagnell had helped the captain to his feet. She supported him and also placed herself in front of Perry Rhodan.

He could have killed them, and it would have cost him little effort. Lissos stared at the humans and they didn't flinch. That must have been a new experience for him. Rhodan suspected that burned into the giant's artificial memory was the image of Lemurian starship fleets that had fought bitter battles with the Righteous Ones, that he saw burning planets and hurriedly assembled fleets of refugee ships. How contradictory they must have seemed to him, the weak, unarmed humans who placed themselves protectively in front of one of their own.

Rhodan waited for a reaction. An attack would have shown him that what he suspected was wrong.

But Lissos didn't attack.

 

He thought of the time machine on Serkhen that hadn't been destroyed by the Righteous Ones ... He also thought of the many Righteous Ones in the breeding tanks who had not been awakened as he had been. Was there a monotonous cycle of life and death that seemed so obvious and still showed incredible contempt? Lissos' overbrain no longer refused to recognize it. He lived only because the signal that Lemurians were active had been received. That was indisputable.

But when had his growth started? After they had awakened from their cold sleep, the Old Ones would have begun the growth of the majority of the soldiers. However, for the development of the Righteous Ones who, like him, stood at the side of the Old Ones, the short period of time since receiving the signal wouldn't have been sufficient.

Reserve, his overbrain described the process. You were grown as reserve.

That meant that without the hypercom signal from one of the generation ships, his body would have decomposed into amorphous cellular tissue in the following weeks. He would never have had the opportunity to leave his tank. Over time the tank would have been cleaned and a new, different body would have grown in it. Solely because the Old Ones needed a sufficient number of minions available at any given moment.

They have contempt for us, his overbrain realized. They are using us for their purposes just as the First Guardians of Time always used our people.

Without a word, Ion Lissos turned and left the room. His world had now changed into a very different place.

At that moment, the alarms in the Paggosh Arsenal sounded.
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Levian Paronn wondered on which side the Admiral stood. Mechtan tan Taklir and the High Lady—they had seemed to him like a tribunal sitting in judgment of a criminal. They could accuse him of a great many things—whether justly or unjustly, he didn't care in the least—but not of being a criminal. Certainly not that.

Unless they saw humanitarianism as a crime.

But that hadn't been why he had built the star arks. Nor was it why he had endured 50,000 years. Of course, he had spent that time partly in dilation flight close to the speed of light. A hundred years outside the ACHATI UMA was compressed to one year. But he had also spent some time as one of them, living amongst them.

It had been that last period that had stretched into an eternity for him. He was under enormous self-imposed pressure to succeed and more than once he had thought he could no longer bear it. He had experienced galactic history and had been tempted often enough to intervene. Only the fear of causing a time paradox had deterred him. And that fear had grown with each year that passed, a demon that imperceptibly but inexorably took control over him.

Do nothing that could damage the Great Tamanium.

Wait.

He could have gone back into the past long before—he hadn't done it.

It would even have been possible for him to obtain the plans for a Null-Time Deformer—he had refrained from doing that, too.

He had not done any of these things, because he had firmly believed that the future held the one and only path for him. He had been convinced that he had to follow Icho Tolot ...

Did I really have to? he now wondered grimly, and the disappointment was painful. A mistake for which he would never forgive himself if it turned out that he really had hesitated too long.

If they must condemn me for something, Paronn thought, then let it be for leaving Lemur to its fate.

The Nad'ehu had in fact condemned him—to serve in the Fleet in a lower rank in the future.

In the future ... what a sour taste that phrase had. He had wanted to do so much in the future, which was now denied to him. Even his last hope had shriveled to nothing. It was at best a pale glimmer in the eternal night that surrounded him.

He had lost. His high-flying dreams and hopes, the desire to prevent billionfold suffering and give Lemuria a future, had been destroyed. Why? he asked himself in despair. Why did Vehraáto first give me immortality and then merely watch as I fell into the deepest abyss? What have I done wrong?

He would have given his life for his people. At any time and without hesitation. But no one wanted that sacrifice.

"Would you care to hear some fatherly advice, Levian?"

The Admiral was about to leave the room, then suddenly stopped and turned back to him. Mechtan tan Taklir reached out with both arms and clutched Paronn's upper arm. His grip was not only strong but even painful. But that was exactly what he intended, Paronn realized, to cause him pain, to shake him awake.

"Either you really are insane, as the Nad'ehu just declared ... "

Paronn wanted to object and desperately tried to find the right words that the Takhan would be able to accept. Meanwhile, Mechtan tan Taklir continued speaking. " ... but then I wonder how I could have overestimated you as much as I did. I must have been a crazy old man ... "

"Certainly not," Paronn insisted emphatically. "I can attempt to explain everything to you, Takhan. It's ... just not exactly simple."

" ... or you are stupid," Mechtan tan Taklir went on as though he hadn't listened at all to what Paronn tried to say. "I can't forgive stupidity. And it is stupid to ask the Nad'ehu and me for the rope you want to hang us all with. We live, Levian, here and now. We are not avatars that you can project or erase as you choose. But your Lemurians are dead. They are in the past!"

Paronn said nothing.

For some seconds, the Admiral continued gripping Paronn's arm. Suddenly he seemed helpless, torn between his duty and his personal feelings.

"Why?" he asked. "Tell me why you want to wipe out 50,000 years of history! I don't understand it."

"We didn't have a chance."

"We?"

"The Great Tamanium of the Lemurians. We lived in peace."

"Peace," Mechtan tan Taklir murmured thoughtfully, as though weighing that single word in his mind. "You are really prepared to buy it with the end of all who live in this era?" he then continued. "Then you are putting yourself on the same level as the Beasts."

"You are speaking of the future, of an era that is only an expression of one probability out of many."

The Admiral shook his head. "This probability is reality."

"A seeming reality. So it will not be affected by my actions, either."

"I can't help you, my boy, if you aren't ready to help me help you."

"Then are you still on my side?" Paronn heard himself asking. The tone of disbelief in his voice was obvious, since the change had seemed too abrupt to him.

Mechtan tan Taklir laughed hoarsely. "What should I do, Achab? Or should I say Levian?"

"I am Levian Paronn, and Levian Paronn I will stay."

"And I have something against Beasts in our galaxy. That's all, and it's the only reason I'm still talking with you."

Paronn knew that wasn't correct. The Admiral was a hard man, but often his softer core shone through. At least Achab had always been like a son to him.

"We won't fly into the Gorbas System," Mechtan tan Taklir said. "The Seventh Fleet is following the Terrans and offering its support. Unconditionally, Levian, and that it has to come to that is your fault. As the Nad'ehu already said, half the Galaxy would blame Akon if Perry Rhodan were killed by the Beasts." He pressed an information storage crystal in his hand. "You should take a look at what's recorded on this. Immediately. I'll expect you afterwards in the control center of my flagship. We're taking off in thirty minutes. If you are there, you will have to fight—if not, don't ever let me see you again!"

At the moment, he really was treating the Lemurian like a difficult son and not like a man who had lived for more than 50,000 years. Accept my conditions, he was saying, or we will be enemies.

Levian Paronn, older than the Admiral and even more experienced, accepted. Just twenty minutes after the conversation, he boarded the flagship through the teleporter. He had seen the data that had come from two scouts of the Seventh Fleet.

Gorbas IV, the base of the Beasts, was burning. That Drorah had not yet protested the presence of Terran battleships was a unique event. Meanwhile, eighteen LFT spacecraft had withdrawn, along with the PALENQUE and the LAS-TOOR. Captured com transmissions indicated that Perry Rhodan and his companions were no longer on Gorbas IV.

With three metagrav jumps, the ships had approached a dark nebula. There could be no doubt that Perry Rhodan was now there. And very probably Icho Tolot as well.

Paronn wondered how the Halutian would react to a new encounter with him. He prepared himself for anything.

 

The Seventh Fleet materialized at a distance of one light-month from the nebula. A violent space battle was being displayed on the hyperdetection screens.

"The Beasts have followed you, Levian," Takhan Mechtan tan Taklir said. "This fight is in reality your fight. The Terrans who will die in this battle are dying for you. And if we step in, Akonians will be among the dead as well."

"No one is dying for me," Paronn asserted defiantly.

"Then what are they dying for?"

"They are fighting because they know what the Beasts did to the Lemurians."

"So they are dying for the freedom of the Galaxy—and for peace."

Paronn pressed his lips together. His gaze shifted to the panoramic vidscreen. "I don't need any galactopsychologists, Takhan," he said at length. "What do you really want from me?"

"I want you to understand Akon, Terra, and all the other interstellar empires. You've been blinded, Levian, and it must have been all that damned time that did it to you."

"Time," Paronn said thoughtfully, "doesn't affect me anymore. It has accepted me. That was the first step on my path." With one hand he opened the magnetic closure of his uniform and then wrapped his fingers around the metallic egg of the Cell Activator. "As long as I carry this, I am free to make my decisions. Nothing is compelling me."

With a few brief commands he changed the display on his console. The normal visual image showed an apparently untouched sea of stars. It would take light an entire month to bring the images of exploding spacecraft that for a short time shone as bright as suns. Only superimposing the hyperdetection images showed the scale of the battle raging around the dark nebula.

The Beasts strategy was to send several wedges into the fleet of Terran ships and so breaking the attackers' front prematurely. Their superior numbers, which were constantly reinforced, made them able to withstand even Transform salvos. The number of wrecks that blazed and broke apart like a swarm of asteroids through the battlefield grew steadily. In near-planetary space they would soon be a greater menace than the enemy's guns.

Space swarmed with units of widely varying sizes. The Terrans had sent out a large number of auxiliary craft. The syntron showed 138 units with LFT identification.

The large Beast battleships that Paronn saw awakened the worst memories within him, which he would have preferred to suppress forever. Spacecraft like these had devastated Lemurian planets and attacked refugee convoys.

In the end they had been to blame for the destruction of the Great Tamanium. Now they were pressing even the Terran battleships hard.

It was a good thing that the Seventh Fleet hadn't arrived very much later. Paronn realized that the ships were on the point of entry into the final ultralight jump.

He had ignored the Takhan, who stood as before next to his seat. Mechtan tan Taklir announced his presence with an emphatic clearing of his throat.

"It is useless talking with you about it, Levian. Still, you will never have another opportunity to return to the past ... "

"From a fictional future to my real present," Paronn corrected him. "That is the difference that neither of us will ever settle, Takhan."

"Your fictional future has become your real present," Mechtan tan Taklir said.

"I don't accept that." Paronn rubbed his neck. "My mistake was allowing myself to become involved in this era. Now it's fighting against me."

"You mean the fiction is giving the appearance of being more than that?" The Admiral's voice suddenly sounded hoarse.

"That's exactly how it appears," Paronn replied. "And I'll tell you again: your era won't change if I return to my time with the anti-Beast weapon."

Mechtan tan Taklir shook his head. "I don't think I'm too old to understand that. But an explanation would be in order."

The Lemurian operated the controls, bringing up a holographic image. It looked like a drop of water. An at first globular-shaped object that slowly grew longer as its leading edge divided itself at irregular intervals and formed multiple branches.

"What is that?"

"It's best compared with a thick, viscous liquid that is poured into water," Paronn said.

"It's sinking in the direction of gravity and leaving streaks."

"That's exactly right. The boundary areas are in a fuzzy relationship that no one has been able to explain before now."

A syntronic voice announced the next metagrav maneuver in sixty seconds. Full battle-readiness for the Seventh Fleet. Staggered re-emergence from ultralight flight for intercept maneuver.

Paronn nodded.

"What does the image mean?" the Admiral demanded.

"The liquid is time. It flows solely in one direction, only gradually extending from its beginning point."

"Each branch corresponds to a fictional future?"

"Correct."

"If you change the beginning of the drop, you'll change its subsequent development as well."

"Do you really believe that, Takhan? Then watch closely. The syntron is illustrating the change. In this simulation, it's nothing more than a modification of surface tension. The flow of time now takes into consideration the elimination of the Beasts' threat. Lemuria can now develop along a different path and above all more freely."

"Insane." The Admiral drew an audible breath, then held it.

Where a stream of color representing the change met the first branchings, they broke off and separated from the rest of the drop. They maintained their direction but now they had become independent drops that continued to branch unhindered, just like the color that followed them. There was even the impression that while both liquids even touched each other, they couldn't mix.

"Surface tension separates them," Paronn explained. "The drop that has been cut off is the time in which you live, Takhan. It continues unaffected. The only difference is that it now has a new point of origin. It is no longer fictional because it's one of a possible infinity, but very real."

The ships entered hyperspace. Only a few moments until they reached their destination.

Mechtan tan Taklir raised his left arm with the multifunctional wristband to his lips and gave a whispered order that Paronn didn't hear properly. "Now listen here, my boy," he then said, reverting to the tone in which he had now and then spoken to Achab when Aykalie was the subject of their conversation. It sounded almost a little conspiratorial.

The separated drop in the three-dimensional display suddenly showed irregularities. Its surface trembled. Streaks flitted across the thin membrane, and then, all of a sudden, it burst. The same happened to all the other bulges. Only the colored drop remained unaffected.

"The paradox survived but nothing else," Mechtan tan Taklir pointed out. "A single disturbance was enough. So we won't allow any paradoxes. It may sound crazy, but I understand the Beasts."

The image of hyperspace on the panoramic vidscreen gave way to the myriad of stars in the galactic core.

Black spacespheres of all sizes flung themselves towards the Akonian ships.

 

Terrans and Akonians fought side by side. For too long they had faced each other as enemies, like siblings who alternated between fighting and making friends again. For too long each had eyed the other distrustfully, each convinced it had been cheated in its dealings with the other.

The Beasts' base was a small, dark planet scarred with craters and fissures. Black spacecraft continued to rise from its surface.

"The Terrans didn't succeed in making a surprise attack," Mechtan tan Taklir said. Lost in his thoughts, Paronn hadn't noticed that the Admiral now stood next to him once more. "Their attempts to cut off reinforcements failed because they proceeded too cautiously. I just spoke with their commander. Perry Rhodan is on that planet. The Terrans can locate him because he's carrying a transmitter that sends ultra-shortwave signals at regular intervals. They're waiting for the first opportunity."

Mechtan tan Taklir's gaze swept across the control center. "We're deploying all auxiliary craft and fighters in order to put an end to this menace as soon as possible." He took Paronn by the arm. "You always wanted to fight against the Beasts. I'm giving you the opportunity to do so. Someone else will take over your station here."

Paronn didn't say anything. His attention was fixed on the panoramic screen, which depicted the horrors of the battle in an almost dream-like fashion. Meter-thick steel walls and multilayered protective force fields lay between the death out there and the crew of the flagship. Even so, he was about to give up the safety to which he had so quickly grown accustomed and challenge death directly.

He disengaged the magnetic seatbelt and stood up. "I'll take a fighter!"

A smile appeared fleetingly on Mechtan tan Taklir's face. "I expected nothing less. But don't think it will be easy."

"It was never easy to fight against the Beasts."

For a brief moment, the Admiral seemed to look off into the distance, then he gave the Lemurian a well-wishing slap on the back. "Come back," he said, and added just barely audibly, "my boy!"

Paronn left the bridge via the central antigrav shaft. At a run, he followed the signs on the hangar deck walls that led him to the spacefighters. He couldn't have said later what thoughts went through his head just then. It was as though in that moment a door had slammed behind him, and only the one path forward remained for him. Around him was darkness—the night that had followed him for an eternity, the longest night that he had ever known.

He reacted consciously to his surroundings again only when the holographic controls in front of him lit up and the fighter left the hangar in a catapult launch. Now just a thin wall and a relatively weak energy shield protected him.

He clutched the Cell Activator with his right hand. He thought of the Hero. Was Vehraáto really the same as IT, the Super-Intelligence? Perhaps one day he would find out.

Before him loomed two Beast spacecraft. In the same fraction of a second that he saw them on hyperdetection, they opened fire.

At full thrust, Paronn wrenched the fighter off its course. Although a thermobeam only grazed him, the protective shield's load indicator shot up.

Without giving it any thought, he brought the craft around again. Maneuvers like this had long become second nature to him. The speed was still in the range that he could control himself. Once fractions of seconds over tens of thousands of kilometers became decisive, it would become a war of syntrons, and then human beings were actually superfluous.

Around him appeared other fighters. Voices resounded in the com receivers. "What do you think, people? Should we take out that 800-meter one?"

"Count me in!"

"Let's go for it!"

"Hey, Fourteen, are you with us? Are you taking a nap, Fourteen?"

That was his call sign. "I'm with you!" Paronn exclaimed. His voice was thick, his mouth felt dry. But he couldn't just wait and let himself drift—it was now time to do more.

Someone laughed loudly. "You just have to make sure the Beasts don't get you."

"Don't scare him, Helk. That's a new recruit flying Fourteen."

"I see. Then tell me your name, kid, before things get hot."

"Levian ... "

"Don't worry too much about it, Levian. We'll get through this."

He had the Beast spacecraft in his hyperdetection. Only a Lemurian battleship would have even had a chance against it. Lemurians would never have had the crazy idea of attacking it with fighters. Paronn realized that the times had changed much more than he had previously wanted to admit.

"Precision fire on the shield!"

"Hey, I've got Terrans on the com! Two corvettes are helping us."

A defensive barrage flared up. It caught a fighter just one-hundred kilometers off to the side. For a few fractions of a second, Paronn saw the craft turn into a cloud of fire ... then it was gone.

Course correction.

The fighters dove under the defensive fire of the 800-meter sphere. The enemy ship grew in size at an insane rate. Fire the impulse guns, just for one, two seconds ... turn away ... It was all one motion for Paronn.

Hoarse voices followed him on the com.

"Two shield sectors out. We've got a target."

"The corvettes are here. Transform explosions outboard."

"Hey, Terrans, did you get that? Sweep its paratron projectors away, then it's as helpless as a newborn baby."

Paronn switched out of the fighters' com traffic. Moments later—he already had the dark planet on hyperdetection—he reached the Takhan on his frequency. "I'm flying to the Beasts' base," he said in a tone that wouldn't tolerate any argument even by his superior officer.

"No objection," Mechtan tan Taklir replied. "I'll send you the rough coordinates for Rhodan's position. Even the Terrans don't have more exact data."

Paronn nodded. Only some moments later did he realize that the Admiral had not sounded at all surprised. It had been clear at once to him what he intended. Did Mechtan tan Taklir know him better than he knew himself?
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The spaceships took off from the hangar in rapid succession. It was a display of sheer power that clearly showed the Old Ones had followed the correct path. Although only the Righteous Ones of a single hall were leaving their tanks, their ranks seemed to be endless.

No explanations were necessary. They knew what was expected of them. As soon as they had received their battlesuits and their weapons at the assembly points, they continued to the hangars, a silent army that had only one mission: to punish the Time Criminals.

The approaching spacespheres of the Neo-Lemurians had been stopped several light-minutes from the Paggosh Arsenal.

"They're attacking with only twenty ships," Ion Lissos declared.

"Because they underestimate us." Murrn Hoks looked at Lissos questioningly. "You surely did not call us here to discuss the Time Criminals with us?"

"Perhaps I did," Lissos said hesitantly.

"We all possess the same knowledge," Vel Utan replied. "New experience has not yet been acquired. Only Fancan Teik can know more about the Time Criminals."

"You are not correctly informed ... " Lissos paused significantly. "There is no Fancan Teik."

"You brought him to Paggosh yourself over the teleporter," Utan said. "What is the matter with you?"

"I am not yet certain if I can really trust you."

"We are Righteous Ones of Time like yourself, Ion Lissos."

"In every respect?"

"I do not understand the question," Hoks said.

"Then I will express it differently. I am wondering if we are really doing what is right. Or if we are merely being used."

"We were created in order to fight against the Time Criminals."

"That is a broad concept," Lissos said sharply. "Who really are the Time Criminals?"

He was met with silence, and his overbrain realized that a refusal to answer said more than a rash explanation.

"I believe that Icho Tolot could give us an answer to that," Lissos said, replying to his own question.

"Icho Tolot, the traitor?" Utan scrutinized him with fully extended eyes. "It is impossible for him to be here on Paggosh."

"Perhaps he was never a threat," Lissos shot back. "Just the opposite of the Old Ones, who are apparently not concerned about how many of us die. They send us to our deaths when it is to their benefit. Nor does it interest them who dies in the tanks—whether by suffocation or starvation, I do not know. Millions of us must have grown without ever being able to leave their breeding tanks."

"Who says that?" Hoks demanded with a roar.

"I have looked around in the halls. Dead Righteous Ones lie in many of the tanks. Their bodies are in various stages of decomposition, which leads to the conclusion that they had been fully developed years ago."

"But without the consciousness that would enable them to be self-aware."

"Many of the dead ones still show signs of structural hardening. They knew what was happening, Murrn Hoks, and so they died in agony. We would have been the next to meet that fate."

Utan made a gesture of agreement. "I have also looked around in the halls, and I can confirm everything he has said."

"Why did you do that?" Hoks asked.

"For the same reason that you listen to us," Lissos replied. "We are different from what was expected. Something has changed us."

"The same as with that traitor Tolot? Fancan Teik? It can be no other. Where is he now?"

"Necc Magot has confined him in an energy cage. If we wish to learn more, we must free him from it."

"Then the Old One will be after us," Hoks suggested. A moment later he realized what he had said and pressed his hands against his head. "Why do you stare at me like that? I will now go and inform Necc Magot. You had better not try to stop me."

Rumbling, Utan leaped forward but Lissos held him back. "You can do what you think is correct," he said to Hoks. "If Magot does not kill you because he thinks you are a traitor, the Lemurians will because they will think you are a Beast."

Hoks eyed him angrily.

"We must flee from Paggosh," Lissos went on. "Then we will find the time in which to determine what has happened to us. We will surely find a spacecraft that we can use to leave the arsenal."

Hoks let out a choking roar. He pointed to the hyperdetection screen. The Lemurians had obtained reinforcements from a large contingent of spacecraft. Just in the first few minutes, dozens of Righteous Ones' ships had fallen victim to the uncanny weapon that made them blaze up from the inside.

"Paggosh cannot be any better defended than Serkhen was," Lissos declared. "We must not hesitate for long if we wish to escape this battle." His own words shocked him. A Righteous One who evaded the fight against the Time Criminals was nothing more than a traitor. But even now Vel Utan and Murrn Hoks didn't attack him. That gave him the certainty that he had not been mistaken about the two.

"Our own ships will not fire on us," Utan said, "but we can hardly escape the Lemurians."

"But we can," Lissos said in a tone of complete conviction. "We will take the prisoners on board. As delicate as they are, they still placed themselves in front of their leader. Each of them would have allowed themselves to be killed merely to protect this Perry Rhodan." He kept to himself the fact that he had been utterly confused by that very event. "When the Lemurians learn where Rhodan is, they will not interfere with us," he stated confidently.

 

Of course the first landing parties were already on the dark planet. Levian Paronn didn't doubt that for a moment. Had it been otherwise, they would have questioned their own competence.

For a moment, he wondered what he really intended to do on the planet. To rescue Perry Rhodan in order to obtain access to a Null-Time Deformer from him? Over time it had begun to seem to him that he had been carried away by that idea. But he still didn't want to accept that he was chasing after a dream that would never end. Everything around him had changed to an extent that he would never have thought possible. Rhodan certainly wouldn't react any differently than the Nad'ehu or the Admiral. The fear of a time paradox governed their thoughts and actions. They thought in the same old familiar patterns and weren't ready to go beyond them.

They stand in their own way, Paronn thought.

Why was he still flying towards the dark planet? Why didn't he turn the fighter around and seek refuge among the stars that for so long had been his companions?

He didn't know.

It was just that somewhere deep in his mind he thought he felt a sense of responsibility. He had called Perry Rhodan and the others to the Gorbas System when he had been certain where the time teleporter waited for him and Icho Tolot. Out of disappointment and rage over his failure he had then left them behind to their fate. Looking back, the Levian Paronn who had done that didn't seem like his real self. That wasn't the Levian Paronn of an earlier time. He never would have acted like that.

The fighter continued on its course.

Paronn waited for defensive fire from the planet. No, he wasn't wishing for it, although he had caught himself thinking just that.

That wasn't a solution, either.

He felt empty and burned out. For much too long he had eaten away at his strength and fought a battle that was ultimately hopeless. If he were truly honest with himself, he had to admit that it had been Mechtan tan Taklir of all people who had opened his eyes.

Beast spacecraft were still taking off from the dark planet. They were met by Transform salvos from the Terran and Akonian cruisers.

Paronn didn't even feel satisfaction. He was more startled by the indifference with which he watched the black spacespheres explode. Crashing wrecks blasted glowing craters in the surface of that small world, already long scarred.

The planet now dominated the optical viewer. Hyperdetection picked up several Terran corvettes that had landed and were now deploying robot troops. Shifts crawled through the ice-covered badlands in which the first ground battles against the Beasts raged.

Apparently no one noticed the spacefighter that, slowing its flight, shot over a low mountain range. Paronn saw a crashed Space-Jet. Humans in spacesuits were fleeing from an army of Beasts, but without flying gear they didn't have a chance.

He clenched his teeth until his jaws cracked and pulled the Jet around in a tight curve, straining the G-absorber to the utmost, then he fired.

After his second attack, there weren't any Beasts left over a wide area, only molten rock and deep craters that still glowed.

Paronn left the Terrans on their own.

 

"He is more seriously injured than it appears," Janna Pagnell said with a worried look at Delbert Brouk. The captain was shaking with a coughing attack that wouldn't stop. "We've got to help him somehow. If it had been only his ribs that the Beast broke ... But I think his lungs were hurt, too."

Just a few hours before, Isaias Shimon had injected the captain with a painkiller. The second pilot, Reginald Lacross, had also been given an injection. They couldn't do any more. They had agreed that the last capsule would be saved for Boryk.

Although the dwarf was sleeping, he was now uneasy. His body had long since processed the medications that he had received on Gorbas IV. Rhodan was certain that only the Cell Activator was still helping the Lemurian clone.

Even so, the metal egg was anything but flawless. It seemed like a small miracle that Paronn's copy had held up for so long. Its malfunctioning had turned potential immortality into agony. And still, he thought, the commanders of the arks had clung to that piece of life. That was the case on the first generation ships to be discovered, but probably also on all the others that followed their courses somewhere out there in endless space.

That led to the thought that all hell would break loose once a Galaxy-wide pursuit for the life-giving devices began. Rumors of this kind spread like wildfire. A growing ark hysteria could be effectively nipped in the bud only if the truth were made known early enough: Stay away from those defective devices that will do you more harm than good!

Rhodan ran both hands over his face. He was thinking of star arks and Cell Activators when he didn't even know what the next few hours would bring. They had heard nothing from Icho Tolot. The idea that he could still move freely among the Beasts was probably nothing more than self-deception. And com contact ... The wristband detector indicated a powerful jamming field. That had certainly been the reason why the Beasts had let them keep most of the equipment they had been carrying with them.

"What are you thinking about, Perry?" Solina Tormas suddenly stood next to him without him noticing her approach. "Do we have a chance?"

He saw the fear in her eyes, which she suppressed only with difficulty, but also the will not to give up. "I don't know," he answered honestly as well as so softly that no one other than the Akonian woman could hear it.

She nodded mutely.

Just then, there was a cry of dismay. Rhodan whirled around.

Two Beasts had entered the room. He knew them: they were the two who had saved themselves along with Icho Tolot through the teleporter.

Saved ... ? That was undoubtedly the wrong word. Both carried heavy Interval beamers cradled in their arms and it was unmistakable what they wanted of their prisoners. "Come with us!"

Rhodan didn't have to translate the demand to his companions. They had understood it anyway. A wave of the weapon was impossible to misinterpret. "Where are you taking us?"

He didn't get an answer. Instead, one of the giants suddenly grabbed him and dragged him forward. Janna Pagnell fell to the ground next to him; she gathered herself and staggered without a word onwards.

"Hurry! We do not have much time!"

A quick glance showed Rhodan that they were at least more careful about handling the injured men.

Other Beasts hurried by without speaking. Rhodan got the impression of a tense, hectic rush. From the distance resounded the rolling thunder of spacecraft engines.

He no longer doubted that one of the subplanetary hangars was their destination.

Mixed with the background noise, the roar of an explosion could be heard for the first time.

 

Just at that moment, two 200-meter cruisers were in the process of landing. They had been firing at the above-ground structures and had opened up a plainly visible entrance shaft. Paronn brought the fighter in for an abrupt landing as the craft was too large to fly into the shaft.

Paronn switched on his backpack unit as he left the fighter. Moments later, protected by an individual force shield and flying on antigrav, he sank slowly into the depths. He left the shaft at one of the middle levels, aware that he could be attacked at any moment. The inner room layout hardly differed from that of the Beast bases of the past.

He almost didn't notice the phrasing he had used in his mind. He swore. Now he was also thinking of his own time as "the past," as though the Admiral had actually managed to influence him.

Onwards! he told himself. Don't think about it. He knew Takhan Mechtan tan Taklir better than almost anyone else, and above all for his inimitably domineering manner.

Paronn had expected to be attacked by Beasts almost immediately, but he seemed to be alone in this part of the base.

Some minutes later, he came across the first dead bodies. The Terrans lay in the entranceway to a hyperdectection station and looked as though they had been flattened by a Shift. Paronn was familiar with such scenes, but he had hoped never to have to see them again. Where the Beast who had done this had gone, he couldn't tell. Its tracks faded out even in the infrared viewer.

He hurried onwards, leaving the path he took to random chance rather than rational calculation. He realized very quickly, however, that he wasn't making much progress. He forced himself to stay calm when he realized that he had left his helmetcom switched to the standard Akonian frequency. That was a mistake he had never made before.

"Inexcusable," he seemed to hear Mechtan tan Taklir's voice saying. But it wasn't the Admiral speaking; he was finally overhearing the Terrans.

Several assault teams were combing through the installation.

"Still nothing. The Beasts must have taken their spacesuits and com equipment from them."

"Or they're completely shielded."

"Has anyone considered that they might have moved their prisoners somewhere else? If they used the teleporter ... "

"Where is that thing?"

Paronn didn't listen any further. He raced onwards. If he remembered the layout of these bases correctly, there were only two places where the teleporter could be. Naturally, it would be pure chance to run into Perry Rhodan there, but perhaps he would find at least a trace. The Terrans knew just as little as he did about where they should actually look.

He hurried back to the stairway and went up another two levels. Terran space soldiers came towards him. Their faces were sweaty and showed signs of strain and exertion. They went past each other without speaking.

Ten minutes later, Paronn came back to the hyperdetection station. No one had found the dead bodies yet. Half a kilometer further on, on the same level, he finally came across the converter banks. Not one-hundred meters beyond was the teleporter.

It was an ancient Lemurian model. Paronn knew it inside and out. Devices like this had been long in use. He himself had appreciated them for their reliability even in conditions where massive amounts of potentially interfering energy were present in the background.

The teleporter was switched off but its recorded data would tell him if any passages had been made through it in the last few hours. He could even determine the receiving station.

"Still no trace of Perry Rhodan?" he heard someone say over his helmetcom. "And what about his companions?"

"Combat robots are on the way. If they have to, they'll turn over every rock on this planet."

"Then they'd better hurry."

Paronn operated the controls hastily. The readiness indicators lit up. Moments later he could have activated the transport beam. He laughed when the first Lemurian text appeared. The Beasts had apparently not considered it necessary to reconfigure the controls for their requirements.

A slight noise behind him made him break off his laughter. He slowly turned around ...

... and froze. He wasn't even fast enough to raise his beamer. Even so, he knew that it wouldn't have done him any good. Seldom had anyone survived standing so close to a Beast. Its saucer-sized eyes flashed challengingly down at him.

"Why do you not continue what you were doing, Lemurian?" The colossus bent over slightly. "I wished to activate the teleporter myself."

"Then use it to go to hell!" Paronn exclaimed.

He instantly threw himself to the side as his opponent reached for him, ducking under the arm that was as thick as a man. The colossus seemed momentarily astonished, then roared.

"You are swift, Lemurian. Where did you learn that?"

"I could name many places for you," Paronn gasped. "Tanta III or Torbutan ... "

"Torbutan was incinerated in an atom fire," the Beast rumbled. "How do you know these names?"

"Perhaps I was there." He couldn't have explained to himself why he was even responding to the Beast like that. To win time? He wouldn't be able to flee, not even through the teleporter. To program an instant-shutoff after his passage, he would need more freedom of movement than the Beast would allow him.

"I recognize you," his opponent rumbled. A second Beast appeared behind him. "I have seen your picture often enough. It was in the time of the Great War—you were a scientist!" He seemed to ponder. "Levian Paronn," he then said. "The Time Criminal and builder of the generation ships. The recordings of their launches helped us a great deal. We could calculate the course vectors of some of the ships. Actually"—he slammed his fists together so it echoed like thunder through the hall—"we owe you our thanks. And the Neo-Lemurians will hate you for it when we annihilate them."

His heartbeat had been racing but now it settled back to normal. Paronn felt a strange calmness take over him. It was the inevitability of his fate that made him react like that.

"I know that you will kill me," he said. "But I am not afraid of that. Not anymore. Because you will soon follow me. This dark planet will be the third Beast bastion destroyed by mankind."

The Beast bent down a little further. "You will pay for your time crimes. And after you, all who believe they can stop us will die."

"Has our senseless war not caused enough to die already?" asked the second Beast. Paronn couldn't believe his ears. Incredulous, he stared at the black-skinned colossus. At that moment, he probably wouldn't have been able to evade an attack or even begin to attempt it. A Beast who spoke of a senseless war?

Even the first Beast didn't seem to understand it. "Senseless you say, Ion Lissos?" he rumbled and rammed two fists against the other's chest. "A just war is never senseless. But I knew from the beginning that you were sick. And you are not the only one of the First Ones who lacks reason! I will have you replaced!"

"You and the other Old Ones have made yourselves into Time Criminals, Necc Magot. We will defend ourselves against you."

Bellowing, Magot struck out. His opponent was knocked backwards for some distance, but quickly recovered and returned the attack. There was a loud crash as both giants fell to the floor. The nearby machinery was smashed, a side wall was torn open with a screech of metal.

That was the moment Paronn finally overcame his paralysis, reached for his beamer, and slowly drew back. He still refused to accept what was actually happening in front of him. The Beasts raged like primeval giants who had sunk their teeth into each other, with a fury that even he had never seen before. Square-meter sized wall segments were turned into projectiles thrown with unbelievable force and smashing gaps through the blocks of machinery.

The battle shifted to the transformer area. With an astonishing exertion of strength, Magot tore one of the columns out of the floor, swung the object like a club even though it weighed tons, and brought it whistling down on his enemy. However, the other ducked under it, seized the end, and levered the club up.

For some seconds, Magot seemed to hang straight up in the air, then fell backwards onto the floor. At the same time, Lissos' fists slammed down on him.

Paronn thought he heard the sound of breaking bones. A gurgling emerged from the Old One's throat, then he spat blood. Still he managed to shove his opponent aside and get back to his feet. He stood there unsteadily, raised a dented steel plate high, and smashed it into Lissos' face. Then he noticed Paronn and stormed towards him. More slowly than before, but still fast enough that the Lemurian couldn't escape from him.

Paronn no longer thought of fleeing now. As though frozen, he held his beamer up and fired.

The concentrated ray flowed around Magot's head. His steps grew slower. He brought his manipulation arms up and tried to protect his eyes. But Paronn didn't take his finger off the trigger. As the bellowing Old One came to a stop, the next burst went between his open jaws.

Then Magot toppled, and, in that moment, Paronn felt as though an enormous burden had been lifted from his shoulders.

Suddenly space soldiers were there. And among them were combat robots. The noise had apparently attracted them. Their heavy Interval beamers were aimed at Ion Lissos as he staggered to his feet and stared at the Lemurian.

"Don't shoot!" Paronn exclaimed. "He's a friend!"

He felt strangely hot inside because each word had sounded so inexpressibly alien, almost as though they had been spoken by someone else. He didn't know why he had said that. Perhaps because he owed Ion Lissos his life—a Lemurian was grateful to a Beast.

It was an unbelievable event. Paronn didn't understand what had happened, and more than that, why. Not only had the times changed, but everyone involved, as well.

"You are like Tolot," he stated. Suddenly he felt himself snatched up and pressed against a massive body by a powerful arm, then the Beast took off running with him. It was insane, like nothing he had ever experienced before.

The combat robots' beam shots missed the Beast, if only by a hair. Walls were ripped apart like paper as the colossus simply stormed through them.

 

Only a few minutes must have passed when the mad dash finally ended. Paronn felt as though all the blood in his body had drained out of him. Everything spun around him as the Beast placed him on his feet. He stumbled to the nearest wall and slowly slid down along it to the floor.

Looking up from below, from this wildly distorted perspective, he saw the black-skinned giant manipulating contact plates. Moments later, the air flickered around him, almost close enough to touch. The outline of a large rectangle materialized virtually out of nothing, then a shape formed within the still transparent object.

"Tolotos!" Paronn exclaimed involuntarily. He was still too weak to stand up and run away. He couldn't even push himself further backwards because the wall was in his way ...

"Levian Paronn," replied a deep voice that he would have recognized among a hundred Halutians. He desperately wondered how Icho Tolot had come to be in a Beast arsenal.

There had been a time when he would have proudly said that Icho Tolot was his friend. Tolot had opened the way into the early history of Lemurian space travel for him and given him the opportunity to build the star arks. He had also sabotaged the Beast cruiser that had appeared in the Solar System in that era, when there was no defense against its weapons. That small ship alone would have been capable of wiping out Lemur.

When he really thought about it, Tolot had made the step to the stars possible for the Lemurians with his resolute actions.

Then one day, Icho Tolot had been there again. With his small black Beast ship, he had tracked down the ACHATI UMA. Together they had hunted down several arks in the following years to check on the welfare of their crews.

Until ... yes ... until he had used the Halutian to bring the weapon from the Ichest System. The Anti-Beast Weapon, on which he had set his hopes. That Tolot had nearly been killed was unimportant to him. Because he had known that it was this Icho Tolot who would crash with the LEMCHA OVIR on the fifth planet of that system in the distant future.

And now, Tolot had struck back and destroyed the time teleporter. The circle was broken and nothing of what Paronn had believed through all the millennia was truly certain any more.

"Necc Magot is dead," he heard the Beast say.

"Who killed the Old One?"

Ion Lissos' brief gesture said everything.

"Levian Paronn?" Tolot asked in disbelief.

"That was how I could free you," Lissos continued. "Magot always carried on him the pulse key for the energy prison." He paused briefly. "We need you, Tolot," he then exclaimed, "because you know the Lemurians better than we do."

"What do you intend?"

"We will leave the Arsenal, assuming we can still pass by the attacking spacecraft."

"What about Perry Rhodan and his companions?"

"They are being taken on board a ship at this moment."

"Very well," Tolot said. "On condition that we take him along, too." He pointed to Paronn.

 

A small black spacesphere ... All around it, the hangar swarmed with Beasts who were manning all the other ships standing ready for launch. More than a few angry glances met the Lemurians. For that reason, they were all happy to be taken on board at last.

The Beasts then holstered their beamers. "That was essential for your safety," Vel Utan said. "We do not believe it is necessary for us to threaten each other."

"At least we could still take you on in a fist-fight," Rhodan said. Neither of the Righteous Ones were able to perceive the irony. "What is going on here, anyway?" he asked in the same breath. "Did Tolotos send you?"

"We were able to make our own decision," Murrn Hoks explained, "but we can discuss that later. We must prepare for launch. Icho Tolot and Ion Lissos may arrive here at any moment. And one more thing." He bent over the Terran. "We expect you to help us leave the Arsenal without interference. We do not wish to be shot down by either our own kind or by the Lemurians."

"I should program a Terran call sign into the transmitter?"

"Yes."

"And if I refuse?"

Vel Utan raised his two chest arms in an almost human gesture and then lowered them slowly again. "You will not," he said flatly. "You wish to remain alive at least as much as we do."


24

 

 

Two and a half light-years from the Paggosh Arsenal, the Beast spacecraft came out of its ultralight jump. The silence that had ensued on board at the moment of take-off from the dark planet still remained unbroken.

Apparently it was only now becoming truly clear to the participants what had happened. They had become the playthings of events. They had all been convinced that they were acting according to their own free will. In the end though, none could have done anything but what they had.

"We need to take care of the injured," Isaias Shimon said at length. "Where's the medstation?"

The silence continued.

Rhodan saw that Janna Pagnell had lowered her head between her shoulders and was looking around cautiously. She shivered and had crossed her arms over her chest, and kept tapping her upper arm with her fingers. When Rhodan looked at her more closely, it seemed that the com operator's unease showed on her face. Everything in the black spacecraft seemed over-sized, made for giants. If Janna had decided to sit in one of the empty seats, it would have been difficult for her to climb into it.

"I fear that medical equipment is effectively non-existent on board this ship," Icho Tolot said, making an effort to keep his voice down to a low level. "This is a ship for war, and it was built for rapid deployment with as little expenditure of materials as possible. There would never be more than three Righteous Ones on board and illnesses were not anticipated. This ship would either defeat its enemy or be destroyed. It is as simple as that."

"That's inhuman!" Isaias Shimon exclaimed. "I mean ... "

"We know what you mean," Hayden Norwell muttered.

The hyperdetection image showed that the battle for the dark planet was growing more intense. Apparently the brief hypercom message to the PALENQUE had been passed along as fast as Perry Rhodan had hoped. Alemaheyu saw to it that everyone found out that the missing persons were on board a Beast spacecraft. The only detail that Rhodan hadn't mentioned was that there were three Righteous Ones on board as well. He had left Kossa with the erroneous assumption that Icho Tolot would fly the ship.

Meanwhile, the Terran strike force and the Akonian Seventh Fleet had begun a Transform attack on the Beasts' hangars and assembly facilities.

"What now?" Hartich van Kuespert asked. "What happens next? I have no intention of spending the rest of my life on this ship."

While Levian Paronn gave the appearance of being uninvolved, it was still evident that the three Righteous Ones kept glancing at him with inquiring looks. "I haven't decided whether they're perfect actors or if they really don't fit in with the behavior pattern of their species," he murmured when Rhodan stepped next to him after a while.

"Is the Lemurian speaking of us?" Ion Lissos asked.

"It all seems so strange to me," Paronn said. "I don't know if I can trust you."

"Why do you not simply try?" Lissos had turned away from the controls and stamped away from the pilot's position to the middle of the small control center. Murrn Hoks took over as pilot. . Lissos's gaze swept over everyone, then he squeezed his way past the crew members of the PALENQUE. "We do not believe that a war that has long been over must be continued."

"The Beasts will lose this war a second time," Paronn declared.

"Are you really so certain of that, Lemurian?" the Righteous One rumbled.

"Is that how it is?" Rhodan broke in. "For a few minutes I thought I could sense something like hope. But apparently I was mistaken."

Paronn turned his eyes away as Rhodan looked at him. "You are regretting a missed opportunity, Levian. It's possible you hate Icho Tolot because he took away your chance to return to the past."

"I don't know," the Lemurian replied. "At first ... yes. But that's over with. For a while I thought I had to look for other ways to return to my time, but somehow even that isn't interesting any more. Now, after much has happened that was different from what I expected, I get the impression that it isn't so important any longer."

"You've lived in our era for a long time," Rhodan said. "Perhaps it would have been different if you had gone with the ACHATI UMA to the end of its dilation flight."

Paronn nodded uncertainly. "What is my earlier life that I spent on Lemur and in the Great Tamanium in comparison? My own time has become strange to me. Even so, I don't feel at home here, either."

"You have passed through the years without really living in them," van Kuespert said. "I'd be surprised if it were any different."

Paronn didn't answer immediately. His gaze was lost in the starry splendor on the screens. He slowly ran both hands through his close-cropped hair and rubbed his neck. "It's as though I've lost my point of orientation," he said slowly.

"You are not alone in that," Icho Tolot replied. When Paronn looked at him in surprise, he indicated the three Righteous Ones. "They were bred for the war, but they have helped us. I wonder why."

"Are the Halutians not a peaceful race as well?" Vel Utan asked.

"That was a long development process under the influence of the Lemurian reforming beamers," Tolot told him. "Our psyches were changed from outside. But there are no longer any Psychogenic Regenerators left that could have had an effect on the new Righteous Ones."

"Perhaps we have been affected even so," Ion Lissos suggested.

Tolot looked at him inquiringly.

"I even believe that some of us were subject to the same changes that affected Halute," the Righteous One added.

"The reforming beamers were already in use during the last years of the war," Solina, the Akonian historian, said. "Little is known about the extent, but it's conceivable that they were employed in all areas of conflict."

"You're overlooking the fact that the Righteous Ones couldn't have evolved over tens of thousands of years," Shimon objected. "The maturation time for a new Bea ... " He glanced questioningly at Lissos, who didn't react. " ... a new being wouldn't exceed six or seven weeks. Otherwise there still wouldn't be any crews for their spacecraft."

The spell was gradually breaking. Rhodan clearly saw that the barriers that had inevitably stood between the two groups were crumbling.

He turned to Ion Lissos. "I think it would be advisable if we retreated into the detection shadow of a nearby star for the moment."

"Agreed," the Righteous one said. "That would have been my suggestion as well. There is the possibility that at any moment other warships will break through the arsenal's blockade and force us into a battle. We are still very close to Paggosh and as long as we are not completely out of the ground stations' detection range, we must be prepared for surprises."

For a moment, Rhodan thought he was hearing a Halutian speak. Tolot would have certainly spoken in much the same way.

They agreed on a small yellow star without any planets at a distance of one-and-a-half light-months. Even before the black spacecraft went into a close orbit around the star, Rhodan sent a compressed and encrypted com message to the PALENQUE, in which he requested medical assistance. The medstation on board the prospector ship was surely no worse equipped than that of one of the strike force's combat ships. Prospectors, Sharita Coho had told him at the beginning of their acquaintance, attracted the most unlikely injuries and poisonings, like a magnet attracted iron filings.

More than thirty minutes went by until the PALENQUE finally appeared. The Beast ship pulled out of its orbit and approached, drifting slowly to within a few dozen meters. An energy tunnel formed between the two ships.

The Space-Jet could have transported the injured without any problem, but it was simply too large for the Beast ship's hangar. Nor did Rhodan want to inflict the cramped and not very comfortable crawlers on anyone.

Isaias Shimon left the ship with Boryk in his arm. The dwarf had finally been looking around, saying nothing but with his eyes wide. He couldn't seem to take them off the Beasts, repeatedly turning to stare at them in fascination.

For him they were Keepers. And apparently, Rhodan thought, he wasn't entirely wrong about that.

Delbert Brouk, Janna Pagnell, and Reginald Lacross were visibly relieved to be able to leave the company of the giants. As they now disembarked, Rhodan saw that their apparent indifference had really only been a facade. They feared the Righteous Ones as much as before, and since the destruction of the GOLDEN GOOSE, they had good reason to.

The last to leave the ship before the hatch closed again was Hayden Norwell. "All I care about is the PALENQUE," he told Rhodan. "If the ship has suffered damage, the owners have to be notified."

After that, the PALENQUE remained within view of the Beast ship.

"I have been thinking," Icho Tolot announced a little later. "The breeding tanks with the decomposing cell tissue on Gorbas IV were in a continuous cycle of development and decomposition. By that means, a few Beasts were constantly reaching a state of near maturity. It is possible that cell material could have been more easily affected than a fully developed being."

"I have come to the same conclusion," Ion Lissos agreed. "Does that mean our change is inalterable?"

"I assume so," Tolot replied. "It may have been something that developed over time and finally manifested itself, possibly triggered by some external factor. To me you are full-fledged Halutians. I will introduce you to Halute in the next few days ... "

The Righteous Ones didn't reply.

 

Perry Rhodan's multifunction wristband showed May 1, 1327 NGE.

The battle for the Paggosh Arsenal was over. Magma seas seethed on the dark planet where just the day before had stretched enormous assembly plants. How many other Beast bases still existed, no one knew. The dark planet and Gorbas IV were destroyed, while the Akonian Seventh Fleet had wiped out another a few days before. On two other planets lying only a few dozen light-years apart, inextinguishable atom fires had been raging since the attack of Arkonide ships. The Empire had considered the destruction of an Arkonide spacecraft as justification for striking back immediately.

"Six bases so far," Rhodan said.

"Five," Icho Tolot corrected him.

Rhodan nodded, smiling. "It's six, Tolotos. There is one other planet that no one knows about except for Arkonide archaeologists and two secret intelligence services. But it doesn't pose any danger. Six planets ... that makes about one and a half billion Beasts and probably 600,000 spacecraft. That would have been a force we wouldn't dare underestimate."

"It would have been defeated even so," Tolot declared.

Several com messages came in one after another. The first sender was Commander Hork Simmons of the Terran Special Fleet. He inquired about Rhodan's situation with concern and open distrust of the Beasts. Minutes later, Jere tan Baloy called, although far more concerned about Solina Tormas' well-being. The last was Takhan Mechtan tan Taklir, who in his blustering manner ordered Levian Paronn to report to his flagship, and in the same breath requested a private discussion with Resident Perry Rhodan.

For his part, Rhodan simply invited everyone on board the Beast ship.

"I wouldn't think of it," protested the Admiral, which led Rhodan to reply with a knowing "As you wish."

Mechtan tan Taklir came anyway. In fact he was the first to arrive, accompanied by two robots.

"I trust our new friends," Rhodan commented.

The Admiral regarded him with a penetrating look. Then he drew the Terran aside. "I am authorized by the Ruling Council to invite you to a formal hearing. There is, after all, some annoyance about the fact that you managed to arrive on Drorah without authorization like a thief in the night. An explanation would seem to be called for."

Rhodan smiled pleasantly. "That's what the Energy Command says." That was more a statement than a question and the Admiral perceived it as such. For several seconds there was an involuntary twitch at the corners of his mouth, as the Terran observed, "The Energy Command isn't as good as its reputation."

"With all due respect, Perry ... "

"Never mind." The Terran took Mechtan tan Taklir's arm. "If the Energy Command really believes I came to establish diplomatic ties with Akon under the table, then our Arkonide friends will easily believe it, too. If that had been the real reason, I would have come officially. But three months have passed since we heard the first rumors about Arkonide discoveries in the Galactic center. They had to do with Lemur and the Beasts but we couldn't find out any more, no matter how hard we tried."

"What better, then, than to go to that sector on board a prospector ship," Mechtan tan Taklir said, continuing the thought. "Above all because presumed contact with Akon would lead the Arkonide intelligence service down the wrong trail. That worked, but only up to a certain point. Then the star arks became the big news and the Ruling Council was waiting only for Imperator Bostich of Arkon to knock personally and demand his rights."

"He hasn't done that yet?"

The Admiral shook his head. "I just know one thing. The archaeological finds that the Terran League Service knew about turned out to be a Beast arsenal. No, no need to worry. There isn't anything there that Bostich can exploit to his advantage. Time has left its mark on that arsenal. The cold sleepers are dead. There is only encrusted cell tissue in the breeding tanks, and the assembly plants haven't functioned in a very long time. The three Beasts accompanying you are, as far as we know, the only survivors."

"That means," Rhodan said lowly, "that we've got through another crisis."

"It looks that way."

Meanwhile, the others had found their way to an empty room beneath the control center. The crews of the LAS-TOOR and the PALENQUE—except for the officers on duty—mingled with each other. Alemaheyu Kossa had his right arm around Eniva ta Drorar and was guiding her hand with gentle movements through the air. His physical closeness didn't seem unpleasant to the Akonian computer network specialist. Or she really was interested in his air guitar game. Regardless, Kossa gave a sudden start when Perry Rhodan entered the room.

Denetree had already been having a lively conversation with the Righteous Ones. She knew she was facing her people's bitterest enemies, but in her mind the four-armed giants were more associated with the concept of the Keeper.

"What will happen now to the arks and their inhabitants?" she asked.

"We will place at their disposal one or two planets whose coordinates no one will ever learn," the Admiral said. "There you can develop undisturbed by outside influences. But as soon as help is necessary, we will of course be available. The Terrans as well, naturally," he added with a side glance at Rhodan. "Even so, many arks have not been located as yet. We don't know what condition the ships are in, to say nothing of their crews. Finding that out, however, can't be the mission of our Fleet. There are more qualified hands."

"I understand," Levian Paronn said. "I was responsible for the construction of the arks, for the selection of the crews ... but I can't carry out this mission alone."

"Are you saying yes?" the Maphan asked.

"I am. Because I need time in order to think things over. I don't belong in this era, but I don't belong in the past any more, either. I would be glad to have Icho Tolot as a companion."

"Why?" the Halutian rumbled. "You cannot bring the old times back."

"I made mistakes and today I would give a great deal if I could undo them," Paronn replied. "I am asking you not for my sake, Tolot, but for the sake of the people on the arks. In the situation in which they will soon find themselves, they will need their Keeper more urgently than ever."

"Rhodanos?" the Halutian asked.

Rhodan shook his head. "Since when do you make decisions only with my approval?"

"Fine." Calling for attention, which he certainly didn't need to do, Tolot raised both manipulation arms. "I will not accompany you, Levian Paronn. I am sorry, but my overbrain tells me that we would not be good company for each other in the long run. Besides, there are those more suitable than me. I am speaking of Ion Lissos, Vel Utan, and Murrn Hoks."

They stared at him in dismay. The tension at that moment was thick enough to cut with a vibroblade.

"If Icho Tolot wishes us to do so," Ion Lissos finally said.

Paronn was silent for some time as well. "Vast and wide is the Universe," he said at length. "It is horrible but full of wonders. Perhaps this is what Vehraáto wished. I am in agreement."

"There's still one more question!" Hayden Norwell called out. "You're responsible for this one, Perry. The PALENQUE suffered damage on Gorbas IV. In a way we were acting on behalf of the League of Free Terrans. Who will pay for the repair work?"

"I don't think that's our concern," Sharita Coho objected. "There are more important issues being discussed here and now."

"I see it differently," Norwell insisted. "Perry Rhodan, I am awaiting a clear statement."

"You're going much too far, Hayden," Sharita protested. "That's strictly the concern of the company that owns the ship."

"Correct," Norwell agreed. "Do you really think, Sharita, that the company would trust their ship to a handful of prospectors without being able to keep an eye on them? I not only own ten percent of the PALENQUE, I am also the representative of all the owners. You can now close your mouth again, Sharita."

Someone in the crew laughed, though it sounded a little strained. Moments later, Icho Tolot burst out in a roar of laughter.

 

Two days later, the little Beast spacecraft accelerated and then quickly disappeared among the stars. Perry Rhodan followed the take-off from on board the flagship of the Special Fleet.

"I'm curious to see what will happen now," he said.

"It is indeed the best outcome," Icho Tolot replied. "Each will find the purpose he needs and that will be good for him."

"With that the threat is finally over. Someday I will speak with IT about this."

"Do you really believe you will receive an answer? IT wanted to point us to the Beasts' arsenals—in his own way. Now they no longer exist."

A great deal ran through Rhodan's mind as he kept his eyes on the panoramic vidscreen. The scene seemed amazingly peaceful, and at that moment, it actually was.

Somewhere out there, widely scattered, more than forty generation ships still flew towards the future. Perhaps their crews needed support—and who could supply that better than Levian Paronn?

Boryk received help, too. The dwarf had proved to be astonishingly tough, and not just because of his Cell Activator. In the meantime, Akonian doctors had taken cell tissue from him to grow a new arm and leg. Soon Boryk would be back to his old self.

With a smile on his lips, Perry Rhodan turned around. Terra waited. The Earth that had once belonged to the Lemurians but which had long been the home of the Terrans.
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