
        
            
                
            
        

    
#5 The Last Days of Lemuria

by Thomas Ziegler

 

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.

The alien Icho Tolot, one of Perry Rhodan’s closest friends, is hurled back in time into the final years of the onslaught of the Beasts – his own ancestors. He becomes a witness to the devastation brought about by the Beasts on the Lemurians and meets the scientist Levian Parron. Unwittingly he inspires Parron to create the arks – and to undo the onslaught of the Beasts ...
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With awakening came pain. Sleeping had temporarily blocked it, replacing it with bizarre, fantastic dreams, little escapes into the world of the unconscious. However, when Thore Bardon opened his eyes, the pain was there again. It gnawed at his heart and fed on his soul, and there was nothing he could do about it. He lay sweating on his couch in the commander's cabin. It was spartanly furnished and undecorated like all the quarters on the living deck of the heavy cruiser IBODAN. He stared into the darkness and listened to the gasps of his spasmodic breathing as though he was only an uninvolved observer and not a participant.

In the background rumbled the constant, muffled droning of the impulse engines in the ship's equatorial rim. The sound gave a false impression of security and stability, even though there was no more of either, only destruction, annihilation, death.

Death ...

Bardon groaned aloud.

The memories surged through his mind once more. A flood of images from recent days, a random selection of snapshots from life on Gunrar II in the 34th Tamanium. The smiling faces of his wife and children, their happy eyes, untroubled, unsuspecting. The security that he had found in his family was a faint echo inside of him, overlaid by the knowledge that Gunrar II no longer existed. Everyone he had once known and loved was dead, lost forever, burned away in the Beast ships' firestorm.

He was alone.

Only the pain was still with him.

And all that was left to him was the mission.

The Mission.

The thought revived him. It didn't drive away the pain, but it reduced it to a dull pressure at the back of his head from which it could break out again at any time, burning and piercing and unbearable. But for as long as he worked on the Mission, as long as he pursued it with all his strength, letting nothing and no one stop him, the pain was not only suppressed but changed into something that resembled hope ... If hope could even still exist in the 97th year of the great war.

Thore Bardon swung his legs down from the hard couch and stood up. The cabin computer registered his movement and turned the light on. The bare walls seemed to move nearer in the sudden brightness, closing around him like an iron fist. He narrowed his eyes and breathed deeply, waiting until the racing beat of his heart had settled down again.

He had to stay calm. He could not show any feeling. He was the Commander and his crew depended on him. His subordinates looked up to him, expecting authority and leadership in a time when chaos reigned and death was triumphant. If their daring, even desperate mission was to succeed, he had to function with clockwork precision and without exposing any weaknesses.

His glance fell on the holodisplay on the night console, and the pain burned like fire in his heart. It showed Jercy and their three children, Abol, Dhoma, and Chemee, frozen in a happy moment with Gunrar II's main spaceport in the background.

I will do it for you, he thought grimly. I will cross space and master time, and then I will rescue you from the darkness of death. I will not allow you to stay in the grave forever.

He plodded with heavy steps into the hygiene cell, stepped under the shower, and let the thin, lukewarm stream of water wash away the sweat of the night and his tiredness. He was a tall, powerful man with velvet-brown skin, a shaved head, and a face that would have seemed youthful if it hadn't been furrowed by the all-consuming pain that never left him. The light in his eyes had gone out and his mouth was a joyless line that had long lost its capacity to smile. From his right shoulder blade to his solar plexus stretched a pink scar that was a souvenir of the battle for Lhordavan in the 44th Tamanium. It was one of the few battles that the Lemurians had won against the Beasts.

But while he had fought in orbit over Lhordavan, fearlessly and heroically as had been expected of him, another fleet of the black Beasts had attacked Gunrar II and killed everyone he loved. Gunrar had only been a thinly settled agricultural world while Lhordavan was a highly developed industrial planet whose production capacity had decisive importance for the war. Bardon could understand why the Supreme Command of the Fleet had placed a thick defensive ring around Lhordavan and left Gunrar unprotected.

Strategic considerations.

Rational cost-benefit analysis.

Lhordavan had to be held at any price, and they had succeeded even though hundreds of starships had been destroyed and hundreds of thousands of men and women had died. A great victory, a bitter triumph. And meanwhile Gunrar had been incinerated along with everyone who lived there. His wife Jercy and their children, his neighbors and friends ...

Enough! Bardon thought angrily. Stop torturing yourself. Gunrar is history and it's up to you alone to change history ... if it's even possible.

He dried himself off, slipped into his uniform, and glanced at the time display on his com-wristband. It was just before midnight, ship's time. He had only slept for three hours. He briefly considered lying down again and perhaps listening to some music to find a little relaxation, but he decided against the idea. If he remained alone, only the memories would haunt him, the happiness of lost days that had turned into pain. He had to go to the control center, had to do something, in order to divert his attention and push the mission onwards.

The unchanged rumbling of the impulse engines indicated that the heavy cruiser was still in sub-light phase, but perhaps the repairs on the semispace drive had been completed by now. Perhaps they could finally continue the flight to the 87th Tamanium and carry out their mission.

Thore Bardon straightened up, smoothed his uniform jacket with an automatic motion of his hand, and stepped out into the corridor. Here the rumbling of the impulse engines was louder and sounded like the growling of prehistoric animals confined deep within the ship. The air smelled of ozone, burned plasteel, and vaporized coolant. The result of the hit that the IBODAN's starboard side had taken several days before when the small squadron of five ships had stumbled on a Beast fleet.

They had been able to save themselves from destruction only by fleeing quickly, but the blind jump into semispace had taken them far from their course and the repair work had cost more valuable time.

Bardon strode quickly through the corridor, stepped into the antigrav shaft, and let himself be carried up to the heavy cruiser's command level. He didn't meet any other crew members on the way due to both the late hour and the losses they had suffered. A quarter of the crew was dead, a further quarter were injured. The surviving crew was tired and exhausted, showing the signs of what they had endured, the terrors of the past weeks and months. But they were also filled with a righteous determination that alone gave them strength in these dark hours.

We are Lemur's last hope, Bardon thought, the only bulwark of the Great Tamanium that is not yet lying in ruins. Not just our future depends on our success or failure, but also our past.

He shuddered as the hubris of their plan suddenly struck him, the enormous, unimaginable consequences that their mission would have for the entire Apsuhol Galaxy ... But not to do it, to give up and accept the reality, would have far worse results. The Lemurian empire destroyed, millions upon millions dead, billions fleeing to Karahol, the distant twin galaxy.

And Jercy ... his three children ... Death had overtaken them in the form of the Beasts and taken them away from him, but he knew that death did not have to be the end. Time was a merciless enemy, but not invincible.

If the results of their research were correct, if the information that they had gathered painstakingly and with great difficulty was in accordance with the facts, then it was possible to change the course of history. The Great Tamanium could rise again in all its power and glory, and the deadly menace of the Beasts could be choked off at its beginning.

Jercy and his children would live.

They never would have died.

With a slight hiss, the door opened in front of him and he stepped into the control center. The heads of the officers on duty turned in his direction and nodded slightly. No one seemed surprised that the commander had returned to the control center long before he was officially due back on the bridge.

"Halaton kher lemuu onsa," murmured Palanker, his First Officer, using the traditional form of greeting. Blessed be the land of the fathers.

Palanker was a stocky, muscular man with dark, short-cropped hair. When he relaxed his self-control, the same pain that was eating away at Bardon was often reflected in his broad face. His family, too, had died in the chaos of war, his home world devastated by the Beasts.

There was hardly a crewmember on board who had not lost any relations. The few fortunate ones whose families were still alive had to resign themselves to the fact that, like so many other Lemurians who had been evacuated to Karahol over the Multi-Star Teleporter, they were unreachable.

Palanker stood up from the commander's seat and took a step back. Without a word, Bardon sat down and glanced over the status indicators. The number of red warning diodes that showed the damage to the ship's systems had been reduced by half.

Very good, Bardon thought, relieved. So there's been progress. And progress means hope.

"The repairs to the semispace engines are almost complete," Palanker said after briefly clearing his throat. "The Chief Engineer has assured me that we will be able to resume trans-light flight in one hour at most."

"Excellent," Bardon said, nodding.

He looked at the large main screen which displayed four points of light against the black, star-flecked background of space. Each represented the hyperdetector echo of the four other heavy cruisers of the small squadron.

Palanker followed his gaze. "The other ships are already trans-light capable," he added. "However, the weapons control systems of the GORGARTH and the PALPADIUM are still out of commission. Repairs will require several days."

"Then we should avoid running into any more Beast ships," Bardon muttered.

Once more he regretted that the High Tam Councilor Merlan had made only a few heavy cruisers available to them. The ships, just 230 meters in diameter, were far inferior to most of the Beasts' units. He would have felt much more secure on board a battleship of the GOLKARTHE class. The giants measuring 1600 meters in diameter were true battle machines that could destroy entire planets with their counterpole cannons.

But we can be happy that Merlan gave us a few ships at all, Bardon thought, in spite of the lack of battle worthy units and trained personnel. And for that we have only Ruun Lasoth and his excellent connections with the Fleet Command and the High Tam Councilors to thank ...

"Where is Lasoth?" he asked aloud.

Palanker gestured to a smaller door along the control center's back wall. "In the positronic room. Been there for hours."

Bardon stood up. "Take over command again," he ordered. "And inform me as soon as the semispace engines are operational."

"Of course," Palanker replied as he sat down in the command chair again.

Bardon walked across the control center and went into the positronic room. Ruun Lasoth, the Chief Scientist of the First Tamanium, sat at a terminal and studied the data that flickered across the monitor screen. He didn't look up as Bardon came in and sat down at the neighboring terminal. Lasoth was a thin old man with a grayish complexion and a wreath of thinning hair that sat on his head like a crown. The prominent hooked nose and sunken cheeks gave his face something of the appearance of a bird of prey and his eyes were cold and hard like dark ice.

"Any new discoveries?" Bardon asked when the silence had persisted for a while. "Anything that can help us further?" "I am in the process of evaluating the data that we found in the rubble of the scientific station on Zalmut," Lasoth explained without turning his eyes away from the monitor. "It confirms what we know about the activities of the Suen Project. After twenty years of theoretical work, the research into time led by Tam Councilor Markam had progressed far enough to be put into practice."

"With the time machine in the 87th Tamanium," Bardon said.

"If it exists," the scientist replied. He turned his head and fixed his cold gaze on the commander. "That is the problem. The records available to me are contradictory in regard to that point. As a result of the destruction of the city of M'adun on Suen, most of the documents have been lost. The Suen Project has been dissolved, Tam Councilor Markam is missing or dead, and the scientists involved with the time research project have either died or vanished under mysterious circumstances."

Bardon drummed his fingers impatiently on the computer terminal cover plate. "What about that Regnal-Ortan who's constantly referred to in the records?" he asked. "He must have been a close associate of Markam."

"And an influential supplier of ideas to the Suen Project's time researches," Lasoth confirmed. He shrugged. "Still, there isn't any information about him in the Great Tamanium's state archives. If he was really one of Project Time Machine's leading scientists, he must have worked in extreme secrecy—for whatever reasons."

"Or the records about him were destroyed in one of the Beasts' attacks on Lemur," Bardon suggested.

"Very possibly," Lasoth said, then sighed. "So, the way the war has progressed, it's a miracle that we've stumbled on the trail of the time research project at all. All the chaos, all the terrible destruction ... "

He broke off. Bardon looked at him and saw in his cold eyes an echo of his own pain. Lasoth, too, had lost his family, his wife, his children, his grandchildren ... But the pain had not made him give up. On the contrary, it seemed to strengthen his determination even more to bring this mission to a successful conclusion, despite the only partial information available to them.

"If this time-machine prototype really exists, we'll find it," Bardon declared in a firm voice. "Even if we have to search the entire 87th Tamanium for it—we'll find it."

"And let's hope it's functional," the scientist murmured. He raised his hands in a tired gesture. "Unfortunately, the data concerning that point is very vague. Some of Markam's personal notes seem to indicate that the prototype was successfully tested, but other records contradict that interpretation. It isn't even clear who built the time machine. Perhaps it wasn't Markam's work but the product of a long-gone civilization, and Markam and the Suen Project only stumbled on it by chance."

"That would be the worst alternative." Bardon nodded gloomily.

"We'd have to start our research all over again from scratch," Lasoth said. "And that would take time. Time we perhaps don't have ... "

Bardon suppressed a desperate smile. It was an irony of fate that an expedition that wished to change the fate of the Lemurian people with a venture into time was threatened with failure because of time. While they sat here and spoke with each other, the Beasts' fleets criss-crossed the Galaxy in an effort to extinguish the last remnants of Lemurian civilization. Perhaps at that moment the enemy's ships were heading towards the planet where the time machine was located, and destroying it. Perhaps they would arrive too late to undertake the time mission that would save everything ...

"As soon as we reach the 87th Tamanium, we'll know more," he said. He spoke these words after a moment to break the oppressive silence, to dispel the depression that had settled as soon as they stopped talking. "The Suen Project's secret research station on Torbutan lies far from all the other inhabited planets. It isn't likely that the Beasts have found and destroyed it. We'll land on Torbutan and find the answers there that we've been looking for."

Lasoth looked directly at him, and the tiredness that suddenly made the cold blackness of his eyes glaze over alarmed Bardon. The long, dangerous search for the time machine had taken its toll. They were all at the end of their strength, and the end of their path still lay far in the distance.

"We don't know if the base is still operational," Lasoth said. "And even if it is, it's questionable whether Torbutan really is where the time machine is located. Markam's records are ... "

"We'll tackle that problem when we reach Torbutan," Bardon interrupted. "One step at a time, Lasoth. That's the only way to reach our goal."

Lasoth said nothing, but his expression continued to show skepticism. A skepticism that Bardon shared but would not openly admit. As the commander it was his duty to spread optimism and confidence. Skepticism would only eat away at the determination of the men and women accompanying him on this mission.

The low humming of the computer terminal and the muffled roaring of the impulse engines were the only sounds in the claustrophobic and cramped positronic room. The two men looked at each other, filled with unease over the chances of success for their desperate mission, filled with uncertainty as to what the future would bring. At the same time though, they were driven by a wild, irrational hope. And when Bardon was about to say something encouraging to break the silence, something that would motivate both him and Lasoth, it happened.

The alarm sirens howled throughout the ship.

Deafeningly loud, in a chopped, staccato rhythm.

Everything inside of Bardon froze. What he had feared all along had now happened.

The Beasts! shot through his mind. They've found us!
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The shrill howling of the sirens continued as Thore Bardon rushed into the control center.

"Report!" he exclaimed to Palanker, who had already vacated the commander's chair and taken his place at the First Officer's console.

"Seventeen objects in Sector Four-Blue-D, distance just thirty light-seconds," Palanker replied in a toneless voice while Bardon sank into the commander's chair. "Velocity one-tenth light, on an intercept course. Objects identified as Beast super-battleships. Their shields and weapons systems are activated."

Bardon choked back a groan. Super-battleships. Titans with a diameter of 1700 meters, bristling with weaponry, and virtually invincible. Just one of those ships would be enough to annihilate his small squadron. Against seventeen ships of that type they didn't have the slightest chance.

"Enemy ships accelerating," Palanker added. "They will be in combat range in three minutes."

The cacophony of the sirens died away. On the main vidscreen, the seventeen hyperdetector echoes representing the Beast ships moved inexorably towards the group of echoes showing the small Lemurian squadron. With each passing second, death came ever closer, the failure of their mission, the end of all hope.

"Activate semispace field," Bardon ordered. His mouth was dry, his heart hammered in his chest.

"Defense shield activated," Palanker confirmed. "Output one-hundred percent."

"Weapon control station," Bardon said. "Status report."

"Impulse and thermobeam cannons ready to fire," Helot, the weapons officer, announced from her console at the rear of the control center. Her voice trembled with tension that she could suppress only with difficulty. "Disintegrators on line. Energy storage cells at seventy-six percent and rising. Upper and lower counterpole cannons loaded. One-hundred megaton warheads ready to fire. Space torpedoes with heavy fusion loads armed and ready to fire."

The weapons officer's matter-of-fact report reassured Bardon a little. The IBODAN was not defenseless. The impulse, thermal, and disintegrator cannons would not help them much against the enemy. However, the space torpedoes and counterpole cannons could set up a wall of fire with fusion explosions between them and the attacking Beast ships and slow their approach.

Gaining time.

But of course they would be not be able to stop the Beasts.

Bardon felt the desperation rising within him. Could this really be the end? With their goal so close? He thought of his wife, of the darkness of the grave that would enclose her forever if he failed.

With the press of a button he activated the hypercom transmitter on the encrypted combat frequency. "Commander to squadron," he said, his voice raw with tension. "Status report."

The status reports from the squadron's other four ships resounded from the loudspeaker. The OLATH and the HORDAMON were ready for battle. The weapons systems of the GORGARTH and the PALPADIUM though had been heavily damaged in their last encounter with the Beasts and still had not been repaired.

Three heavy cruisers, Bardon thought, against seventeen super-battleships. We're finished.

As though paralyzed he stared at the main vidscreen, at the relentlessly approaching points of light. He sensed the bridge crew looking at him from behind and knew that his officers were awaiting decisions.

But what could they do? Fighting was not an option. And fleeing ...

"Evasive maneuver M-Nine," he ordered tersely. "Maximum acceleration."

The combat-control positronic that took over and synchronized the squadron's navigation during a battle carried out his command without a moment's hesitation. The impulse engines in the ship's equatorial ring roared into life. Their muffled rumbling grew into a loud, rapid pounding that sounded like the beat of a gigantic heart filling the entire cruiser. With flaming engine exhaust ports, the small Lemurian squadron sped away from the oncoming Beast ships, but the enemy reacted within a few seconds and accelerated in turn.

And the enemy had better technology.

"Combat range in two minutes thirty," Palanker announced expressionlessly.

Bardon pressed one of the intercom buttons. A small monitor window appeared in the lower right corner of the main vidscreen. It showed the tired, gray face of Guras, the Chief Engineer, with the engine room in the background. She knew what he wanted from her.

"We aren't there yet," she said without any greeting, her voice breathless and harassed. "The hypertransformers have been repaired, but the semispace converters still have to be tested. And even if they function, the modulator banks could cause us problems." She exhaled with a hiss. "We need at least half an hour to get the semispace engines operational."

"But we don't have half an hour," Bardon replied. "We don't even have three minutes before the Beast ships reach combat range. We've got to get out of here."

Guras shrugged. Resignation made her face appear older than it was. "Going into semispace with untested converters is a terrible risk," she warned. "In the best case, we'll end up far off course. In the worst, the engines will explode and tear the ship apart."

"We don't have a choice," the commander said. "Prepare everything for semispace phase."

She sighed, looking at his stony expression. Of course she knew that he was right. The Beasts on board the enemy ships would not hesitate for a moment to open fire as soon as they were in range. They would not spare anyone and would not rest until the small squadron had been destroyed, with nothing left but a field of debris in the emptiness between the stars.

"As you command," the Chief Engineer said. "Semispace phase begins in five minutes."

"But five minutes ... " he protested.

" ... is the absolute minimum for prep time," she interrupted. "The energy storage banks still have to be charged. I'm sorry, but I can't accelerate the process."

"Understood," Bardon murmured and cut the connection to the engine room. His thoughts raced. In two and a half minutes they would be in range of the enemy's weapons. An eternity. Enough time for the Beasts to destroy the IBODAN and its sister ships with concentrated interval fire.

He swore under his breath, but his curses were lost in the roaring noise of the impulse engines. With a blow of his clenched fist he activated the hypercom transmitter again.

"Commander to all units," he said into the microphone. "Combat readiness. Weapons system synchronization via IBODAN fire control station. Initiate semispace phase. Jump into semispace in five minutes."

The confirmations came from the other ships over the encrypted battle frequency. The subcommanders' voices sounded depressed, and Bardon was not surprised. The men and women knew from painful experience what it meant to be exposed for even just two and a half minutes to the fire from these gigantic Beast ships.

The heavy cruisers' energy shields were too weak to withstand the enemy's interval cannons for very long.

We are going to die, Bardon thought with crystal clarity. This is the end. And with us will die any hope for the Imperium. Jercy, he thought again. I'm sorry. I tried to do what I could, but I am powerless against fate.

He stared at the main vidscreen.

The points of light representing the seventeen Beast ships were coming ever closer to the squadron.

Time, Bardon thought. We have to gain time.

"Combat range in one minute twenty seconds," Palanker announced. His voice still did not express any emotion. It was as though he had already resigned himself to the end.

Bardon clenched his teeth. No, he thought. We're still alive. And we won't give up without a fight.

"Fire control station," he said loudly to make himself heard above the engine noise. "Open fire from all counterpole-cannons. I want a thermonuclear curtain between us and the Beast ships."

"But we still aren't in combat range," protested Helot, the slender weapons officer. Droplets of sweat glistened on her forehead. "It's pointless. The fire won't have any effect ... "

Bardon silenced the woman with a grim look. "Fire!" he ordered sharply.

Helot obeyed. A moment later, new suns shone in the darkness of interstellar space. Fusion bombs with the explosive power of one-hundred megatons of TNT had been teleported by the counterpole cannons' Hyperdim projectors into five-dimensional reception fields, placed like a veil between the Beast fleet and the Lemurian squadron. When the bombs rematerialized, they exploded into blindingly brilliant fireballs that rapidly expanded, merged, and formed a massive wall of blazing heat and deadly radiation.

The Beast ships flew directly into the death zone. With each passing second they came closer to the thermonuclear wall of fire. Then they reached the outer edges of the radiation field. Tongues of flame licked at their black hulls, which were protected by flickering red force fields.

Bardon held his breath ...

The Beast ships' shields reacted and formed a black network of crack-like channels that absorbed the destructive energy of the fusion explosions and diverted it into hyperspace. Even so, Bardon had not expected to be able to penetrate the enemy's paratron fields with the counterpole cannons.

He waited until the raging inferno had swallowed the Beast ships, then exclaimed, "Evasive Maneuver M-Three!"

The roaring of the impulse engines immediately increased to an ear-numbing thunder as the IBODAN's combat-control positronic reacted in nanoseconds. It channeled all the energy of the ship's fusion power plant into the sublight drive's converter banks. The abrupt change in course briefly overwhelmed the G-absorbers. A gigantic fist seemed to press Bardon into his seat. The acceleration pressure forced all the air out of his lungs, and red spots danced in front of his eyes.

He blurrily saw that the rest of the ships in the squadron had joined in the course change and were speeding away from the Beast ships' vector at a right angle.

On the main vidscreen, the glaring fire of the fusion explosions was already abating. The outlines of the Beast ships—spheres with flattened tops and bottoms with the engines located centrally in the lower section—emerged from the incandescence of the wall of fire.

They were undamaged.

As expected, their paratron shields had withstood the destructive power of the fusion bombs.

However, while they were flying through the inferno, their detection systems had been blind. The Lemurian squadron's sudden course change, which the Beasts had noticed too late, had gained it valuable seconds. Seconds that could make the difference between life and death, the fate of the mission, and the fate of the Great Tamanium.

But the Beasts were already changing course and accelerating.

"Combat range in one minute and thirty seconds," Palanker said.

They had won ten seconds. That was something. It was a brief period of time, but in a space battle it could mean the difference between victory and defeat.

The Beast ships came closer. Relentlessly, inexorably. Bardon clutched his chair's armrests. His fingers bored deep into the dark plastic covering. He glanced at the status display and noted with satisfaction that most of the indicator diodes for the primary ship's systems were shining green. Despite the damage on the starboard side, the IBODAN was maneuverable and ready for battle.

"Wedge formation," he commanded. "The intact ships take the outside, the GORGARTH and the PALPADIUM the center."

The combat-control positronic immediately carried out the order. A few brief thrusts from the steering jets were enough to change the positions of the five heavy cruisers in a graceful, precisely choreographed ballet. Flashes of energy flared between the red glowing semispace fields as the individual ships' energy shields overlapped and formed a closed bubble.

Time ticked away.

Onward went the speeding chase.

The Lemurian ships' impulse engines operated at full capacity, but they were too weak to escape the technologically superior enemy.

"Combat range in thirty seconds," Bardon heard Palanker report tonelessly. "Commencing semispace phase in two minutes and fifty seconds."

Bardon pressed his lips together in a bloodless line. "Fire control station," he said hoarsely. "As soon as the enemy is in combat range, open fire with all weapons systems."

"Understood." The weapons officer nodded.

On the main vidscreen, the seventeen light points of the Beast ships slowly seemed to merge into the Lemurian squadron.

"Combat range in ten seconds!" Palanker's expressionless voice now sounded urgent. "The enemy is activating its weapons systems. Extreme energy readings—may Lahamu stand by us!"

"And Lahmu protect us," Bardon added in a murmur, as though calling on the goddess of battles and the god of war could improve their chances. He had never believed in the old gods, but now he wished that they actually existed and could give them the strength they needed to come through this ordeal.

Suddenly space seemed to light up. Multicolored flashes shot out of the impulse cannons, blazed through the darkness of space, and struck the red-glowing semispace bubble that surrounded the Lemurian squadron. Explosions of light danced along the force field. Dark rents appeared where the energy structure beneath the concentrated impulse fire had weakened and threatened to fail.

"Evasive Maneuver M-Two," Bardon ordered.

The little group of ships peeled away, and the glowing exhaust of the impulse engines mixed with the incandescence of the enemy beam fire. A glance at the status display told Bardon that the output of the shield had fallen to eighty percent. And the enemy hadn't even used its devastating interval cannons yet.

The hard, cold lump in Bardon's stomach area seemed to have changed into ice. He heard somebody cry out a quick prayer as the weapons officer opened fire from all the squadron's counterpole cannons. Again the characteristic reception fields formed in the empty space between the heavy cruisers and the Beast ships. Again the one-hundred-megaton bombs materialized and exploded like miniature supernovas. The fireballs swallowed the Beast ships, but the black channels of the paratron shields appeared in the incandescence and diverted the destructive energies into hyperspace.

Undamaged, the enormous Beast ships emerged from the death zone.

"Evasive Maneuver M-Thirteen," Bardon exclaimed, shouting to be heard over the noise of the impulse engines running at full load.

The fusion reactors and converter banks in the belly of the IBODAN roared and made the entire ship reverberate as the concentrated energy production was directed into the guidance engines. Again the Lemurian squadron made an abrupt course change that strained the ships' structure to the utmost, and again the Beasts followed with only a few seconds' hesitation.

"Semispace phase in two minutes," Palanker announced tersely when the evasive maneuver was complete and the roaring of the machines abated.

The counterpole cannons fired again. More balls of flame flared up in space and were absorbed by the enemy's flickering shields. When the Beast ships shot out of the explosion cloud, the weapons officer activated the impulse and thermal cannons and fired a salvo of space torpedoes. The torpedoes detonated and seemed to set all of space on fire, but not even that massive curtain of flame could stop the enemy.

Two of the Beast ships lurched through space with flickering paratron fields as the torpedo explosions died away, but Bardon's wild hope of doing at least a little damage vanished in the next moment. The paratron fields stabilized and the two Beast ships returned to their former intercept course.

Then the enemy opened fire from the interval cannons.

The five-dimensional impact front that raced through space was invisible until it struck the Lemurian squadron's collective semispace field. Suddenly, pale streaks ran along the red shining energy shield, grew in a fraction of a second, united and increased in strength. Bright discharges flashed like spears through space. Gaping rips appeared in the red field and rapidly spread out in a zigzag pattern.

The alarm sounded on board the IBODAN.

"Semispace field overloaded," Palanker exclaimed. "It's collapsing, Commander! The blasted field is collapsing!"

A gigantic fist seemed to slam into the IBODAN. Bardon was violently shaken in his chair and he clung to the armrests to keep from being thrown against the control console. An explosion thundered in the depths of the ship. Then a second. The status display showed rows of red warning lights. Terrified screams shrilled through the control center.

On the main vidscreen, the heavy cruiser GORGARTH was caught by the invisible, five-dimensional impact front of the interval discharge and squeezed like an empty food can. It vanished in a multicolored explosion. The expanding fireball scorched its sister ships and made them reel. Pieces of debris struck the super-hardened steel of the hull armor at high speed and vaporized in small after-explosions.

"Evasive Maneuver M-Eleven!" Bardon exclaimed.

At a steep angle, the IBODAN broke off from its former vector. It distanced itself at a high velocity from the hot, brilliantly shining cloud that just a few seconds before had been a starship with several hundred crew members on board. The OLATH and the HORDAMON followed, synchronized by the combat-control positronic. But the PALPADIUM fell behind. The Beasts' concentrated interval fire had blown away part of its equatorial-ring engines and punched deep holes into its hull. Glistening wisps of vapor were appearing from the ruptures as the air inside escaped. Tongues of flame licked from the partially destroyed ring.

Then the next interval salvo struck.

The PALPADIUM exploded.

Bardon gasped. Two ships lost! he thought. So many lives destroyed ...

From the depths of the ship sounded the howling of the storage cell bank that was pumping energy into the collapsed shield. A reddish veil formed around the IBODAN and grew stronger.

"Semispace field reactivated," Palanker called. "Output at nineteen percent and increasing."

A quick glance at the status display told Bardon that the impact of the interval blast had not damaged any of the ship's life-critical systems. Then he looked up again at the main vidscreen. The Beast ships had fallen back a little, but now they were passing through the debris cloud of the two destroyed heavy cruisers with flickering paratron shields. They resumed their pursuit of the remaining members of the squadron with increasing acceleration.

"Field output at twenty-three percent," Palanker said. His voice sounded cracked. He knew just as well as Bardon that they would not survive the next salvo.

The commander swore and pounded the intercom button with his fist. A video window instantly appeared in the lower right corner of the monitor screen and showed Gura's perspiring face with the engine room behind her. In the background, smoke billowed. Something was burning.

"Semispace phase in fifty seconds," the Chief Engineer said. "All systems stable."

The lights of the seventeen Beast ships came closer.

"Enemy reactivating weapons systems!" Palanker cried. "Increasing energy readings ... Hyperdim echoes ... They're preparing for the next interval salvo!"

"We don't have fifty seconds left," Bardon told Guras urgently. "We have to jump into semispace. Now."

The chief engineer hesitated. "The storage banks aren't completely charged yet," she warned. "You know the risk, Commander."

"The risk of dying here is greater," he shot back. "We're jumping. At once."

Guras stared at him with wide eyes. Then she nodded. "Semispace phase in five seconds."

She disappeared from camera range. All that could be seen were the engine room's bank of converters and coils of smoke that seemed to reach for Bardon with gray fingers.

"Enemy within point-blank range!" Palanker bellowed frantically. "Energy readings at maximum ... Readying interval salvo ... "

Bardon's throat was too tight to even breathe.

He thought once more of his wife, his children, of the oath he had sworn, of the promise to bring them back from the dead and back to life. Tears filled his eyes as he realized that he would not be able to keep his promise, but would follow them into death.

The five-dimensional impact front of the enemy interval fire slammed into the IBODAN's shield. The first fissures appeared in the force field's structure while the howling of the overloaded storage banks swelled into a shrill scream. Jagged lines danced along the energy bubble and were torn open into gaping holes. The weakened force field could only withstand the violence for a few seconds. After one last flicker it collapsed.

Thore Bardon closed his eyes and waited for death. At least it would come quickly and painlessly.

But death did not come.

As the shield collapsed and the screeching of the storage banks abruptly broke off, the combat-control positronic activated the three heavy cruisers' ultra-light engines and hurled them into the twilight zone of semispace.

Now there was silence, interrupted only by the humming vibration of the semispace drive.

Thore Bardon opened his eyes. Numb, he stared at the reddish, amorphous seething of the intermediate dimension that had replaced the panoramic depiction of interstellar space and the light points of seventeen Beast ships on the main vidscreen. Jubilation broke out in the control center. Voices resounded, hysterical laughter echoed. His officers hugged each other in joy.

They had done it.

They had escaped the enemy at the last second.

But Thore Bardon knew it was still a long and dangerous way to the 87th Tamanium.

To the time machine that waited for them there.

They hoped.
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He was plummeting from an immeasurable height, in free fall into a yawning abyss, bottomless and beyond comprehension. He wanted to scream, but realized that he did not have a voice. He did not know who he was and where he was or what had put him in this terrible, threatening situation. There was only him and the fall, him and the abyss, him and the images.

The images ...

With a shock he realized that he saw the images even though he had no eyes. No eyes and no body. His flesh had been taken away from him and only his mind remained. Like a shadow, like a ghost in the night, he fell on and on, unable to stop, into the all-engulfing depths.

While the images raced past him.

Without eyes, he only perceived them—blurrily and at the same time with paradoxical sharpness—with the senses of his mind, freed from his body. He saw alien worlds move in their orbits, stars dancing in the endlessness, entire galaxies spinning in empty space. Some moved so fast that their glowing spiral arms melted into vague smears. He saw interstellar dust collect into stars that ran through their life-cycles spanning millions of years and then exploded into supernovas or shrank into white dwarfs. He saw the universe in all its inconceivable vastness reduced to a miniature display in compressed time.

But besides these cosmic panoramas there were still other images. Untouched alien landscapes under double suns. Pale moons, overgrown with blue-shimmering plants and trees that burned to ashes within seconds and were replaced by cities that grew like a cancer. Dizzyingly high buildings that grew to the sky in the time it took to take a breath and spread over vast plains with their majesty, then fell into ruin, crumbling debris that was carried away by the elements. Grotesque beings that were born, lived their lives, aged, died, and decayed into dust while others took their places. All seen in a racing time-lapse progression.

He wanted to reach out to them, but he had no hands. He wanted to call out to them that he needed help, but he had no tongue.

And so he fell onwards, unchecked and ever faster, towards an invisible destination, if he even had a destination.

Panic flared up within him and he forced it back down. Even if he didn't know his name, had lost his memory, had forgotten his entire life up to now, he still knew instinctively that panic was the most harmful of all emotions. If he wanted to have any hope of survival, he had to stay calm, collected, emotionless.

Think! he urged himself. Remember! Remember!

But there was a veil between his consciousness and the subconscious into which his memories had sunk like stones in a sea when he began this endless fall into the depths. As hard as he tried, he could not penetrate the veil and so he gave up. Surrendered himself to the free fall, the racing, hurtling stream of images, the overwhelming flood of impressions that beat down on him unfiltered.

Whoever he might be, he was lost.

The abyss had swallowed him up and would not let him go. He fell deeper and deeper towards the unseen bottom—if this chasm even had a bottom—and gave up all hope.

And then, unexpectedly and barely noticeably, like water dripping through tiny cracks, the memories came back. Suddenly a name oozed through. Suddenly he knew who he was once more.

Tolot.

Icho Tolot.

An Halutian.

The thought was accompanied by an impression that stood out explosively from the flood of images. He saw himself as though in a mirror, although he had lost his body and was only an ethereal consciousness. He was tall, measuring well over three meters, with a shoulder span of two and a half meters, a giant with four arms and two short, pillar-like legs. His head was a hemisphere with three large, round, red-shining eyes, barely visible nasal openings. He had a wide, thin-lipped mouth that revealed the teeth of a predator when open. His skin was leathery and pitch black.

He was amazed by the strangeness of his appearance until his memory solidified and became familiar.

Another memory made its way through the veil between his consciousness and the inaccessible regions of his subconscious. He was an Immortal. A cell-activator chip gave him eternal life. IT, a Superintelligence, had bestowed the chip on him. Only by an accident or as the result of violence could he die.

The realization made him shudder as he continued to fall, unrestrained and unhindered, into the unfathomable gulfs below. The memory was accompanied by a name that was inseparably connected with his own fate. A name whose very sound was enough to trigger new memories.

Perry Rhodan.

Rhodanos, as he affectionately called him.

To his surprise, he noticed parental feelings that came along with that thought.

And then, as though the name was a bomb that blew away a massive wall, the memories flooded in, washing over him, threatening to carry him away. Memories ... His first encounter with Perry Rhodan in the year 2400 of the old Terran dating system on the planet Opposite. The mission with the superbattleship CREST II to the Hexagonal Star Teleporter. The adventures in the hollow world and in the microworld of Horror. The journey through the time teleporter of Vario into Lemuria's ancient history. The confrontation with the Maahks and the Masters of the Island. The battles in Andro-Beta and the attack on Andromeda that finally ended with the decisive battle for Tamanium, with the total defeat of the Masters of the Island ...

With his last strength, he pushed against the flood of memories and drove them back, closing his consciousness to the onslaught of images, sounds, and odors. These memories were thousands of years old and had nothing to do with his present, inexplicable situation. They would not help him to understand how he had landed in his present position. Instead they threatened to paralyze him and divert him from what was really important.

But he instinctively sensed that Perry Rhodan had something to do with his disembodiment and the plunge into emptiness. As he fell onwards, the crucial memory suddenly manifested itself with overwhelming force and shook him to the core of his very being.

Rhodan had requested his aid, and he had answered his old friend's call for help. In the Ichest System, he had stumbled across a forgotten base of the ancient Akonians. It was a death trap that he had only barely escaped with the help of Denetree, the Lemurian woman from the star ark NETHACK ACHTON. Then the encounter with Torg Kaltem, a Halutian like himself but coming from a long gone era, and who had fallen victim to an unknown disintegration weapon. The flight to Drorah. The outbreak of an ancient plague on the main planet of the Akonian empire caused by contact with a runaway ark-inhabitant named Boryk. And then the expedition to the Gorbas System ... The landing on Gorbas IV, the battles with the Beasts, the discovery of the time machine ...

The time machine!

Excitement seized Icho Tolot when the last piece of the puzzle was added and the picture was filled out. He had been forced to go into the time machine, fleeing from the attacking ancient Halutians—the Beasts as the Lemurians called them. Only he had taken the last step under his own power and of his own free will, with the sudden realization that his fate was already determined. And now he plummeted into the abyss of time, ever more deeply into the past.

But something bothered him. Something was missing. He suspected there was a piece of important information that had been forgotten in the shock of dematerialization. A piece of information that would explain everything. Concentrating, he thought and let the events of the last few days pass before him once more in review. The memory appeared on the horizon of his mind, and suddenly he knew what the missing piece of information was.

Perry Rhodan had asked him for help because he had encountered a Halutian in the Ichest System that he took for Icho Tolot—despite the fact that at that point in time, Tolot had been on Halute. This other Tolot had turned up again later in the Gorbas System and had made the landing on Gorbas IV possible for him ... He thought of the warm welcome the Lemurians on board the star ark ACHATI UMA had given him. Their joy over the return of their presumed protector, and of the mysterious entries in Levian Paronn's diary, which had fallen—or at least fragments of it—into Perry Rhodan's hands.

Along with the existence of the time machine, all these pieces of information led to only one conclusion: he had a double existence in time. That other Tolot had been himself, only shifted in time. A future version of himself. This involuntary journey into the past that he was now making was something the other Tolot had already done.

His thoughts raced as he continued to plummet past the decades and centuries that swept by at the edge of his perception. Did the existence of the other, future Tolot in the year 1327 New Galactic Era mean that his journey into the past would turn out successfully? That he would come through the adventure alive? Logic favored that conclusion. If he died in the past, he could not have a double existence in the year 1327. He had to have survived, then, to be able to intervene and provide assistance in the Gorbas System later and make his use of the time machine possible.

The thought reassured him a little, but then doubts began to surface. Could he really be certain? He understood enough of temporal physics to be aware of the risks of interfering with the past. The incalculable time paradoxes that in an extreme case could extinguish entire lines of reality. One false step in yesterday would be enough to make today completely different ...

In any event, in whatever epoch he found himself when this plunge came to an end, he would have to be very careful not to endanger reality as he knew it. Even the greatest caution would not prevent him from causing changes, however slight they might be. Even the most seemingly inconsequential actions could have extreme consequences over a long period of time.

Fear crept over him as he realized how far back into the past he was falling. Perry Rhodan had found evidence that the other, future Tolot had been along on the dilation flight of the star ark LEMCHA OVIR. That very likely meant that he would emerge in the early period of Lemurian history. In the era before the development of faster than light travel. In a past more than fifty millennia back.

50,000 years was a long time.

Long enough for even minimal interference with the flow of events to escalate into enormous changes.

No wonder that the other, future Tolot had avoided any direct contact with him, his earlier self. He knew just as well as he did the terrible dangers that a time paradox could bring with it.

He fell onwards, ever deeper into the abyss of time as the images of long forgotten epochs flickered around him, the helpless plaything of temporal energies that he could not control. He plunged towards a destiny that had long been fulfilled by the other, future Tolot.

And he was afraid.

He was a Halutian, millennia old, virtually invincible, hardened in uncountable crises and conflicts, but he was still afraid.

Of the past that was his future.
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The jump back into normal space took place only a few minutes after the beginning of semispace phase. It was accompanied by the flickering of the red warning diodes on the engine controls and the muffled howling of the storage banks that fed new energy into the IBODAN's collapsed shield. On the main vidscreen shone the UV-rich light of a planetless blue giant star that filled a quarter of the monitor.

Thore Bardon's glance fell on the navigation control's display panel. Cold sweat broke out on his forehead. They had only put 30 light-years behind them in the short semispace phase. They were still within the enemy's remote detection range! With a blow of his fist he activated the conventional radio connection with the two other ships of the reduced squadron.

"Initiate stealth mode!" he exclaimed. "Power down all primary ship's systems. Reduce energy consumption of secondary and tertiary systems to minimum. Communication by radio until further notice."

The subcommanders of the OLATH and the HORDAMON acknowledged his orders. Even as their messages came in, the reddish veils of the semispace fields around the IBODAN faded away, and the howling of the storage banks went silent. The lights in the control center went out and were replaced by the murky glow of the emergency lighting. Even the hissing from the ventilation shafts of the life-support systems grew fainter as the combat-control positronic carried out Bardon's orders and initiated stealth mode.

All machines that gave off telltale energy readings were shut down or switched to energy-saving standby mode. The three heavy cruisers drifted without propulsion in space near the star.

Bardon hoped that he had reacted quickly enough to deceive the Beast ships' remote detection. The nearness of the star would contribute by drowning out the ships' energy signatures.

As the seconds dragged by and stretched out to minutes, damage reports came in from the various sections of the IBODAN. Several decks were heavily damaged, two emergency generators had exploded, a portion of the stern sensors were destroyed, but otherwise the ship was maneuverable. Amazingly, there had been no deaths. Just a few injured.

Our luck wasn't quite as bad as it could have been, Bardon thought in relief.

The OLATH and the HORDAMON had also survived the brief battle with the Beasts largely unscathed and without losses. The slight damage could quite quickly be repaired with the means available on board the ships.

Then Bardon thought of the GORGARTH and the PALPADIUM, and his relief changed to sorrow. So many good men and women had lost their lives in such a short time. Friends and comrades, subordinates for whose safety and welfare he had been responsible.

He had failed.

Worse yet, the losses endangered the success of the mission.

He clenched his fists and stared with narrowed eyes at the harshly brilliant globe of the star shining from the main vidscreen. They had not been the first to die on this expedition, nor would they probably be the last. He couldn't let that divert him from his plans. Too much was at stake ... He gave a start as the monitor window to the engine room reappeared, showing Guras' tired face.

"Commander," she said, her voice raw, "as I feared, the rushed jump into semispace phase overloaded the modulator banks. Two units have failed completely and the rest are moderately damaged. We can repair them, but it will take time."

Bardon cleared his throat. "How much time?"

The chief engineer shrugged. "One to two hours. And as a result of the total failure of the two modulator banks, our semispace velocity has been reduced to eighty percent of normal." She took a deep breath. "I recommend that we head for a spacedock as quickly as possible to replace the destroyed modulator banks."

But they didn't have the time to take the ship to a spacedock. Each day that passed increased the risk that the Beasts would discover the Suen Project's secret research base on Torbutan and destroy the time machine that was so desperately needed. They had to resume their flight to the 87th Tamanium as quickly as they could even if it meant that their semispace velocity would be permanently reduced. Once they had found the time machine, they could give the heavy cruisers a thorough overhaul.

"Carry out the repairs on the modulator banks," he ordered. "The work has top priority. Inform me as soon as we're capable of hyperflight again."

The chief engineer seemed to have expected that reply. She nodded with a sigh and broke off the connection.

Bardon turned his head and looked at Palanker. In the murky glow of the emergency lighting, the broad face appeared carved out of gray stone.

"Detection?" he asked.

"Passive detection negative," Palanker said calmly. "No Beast ships in sensor range."

But that didn't mean anything, Bardon told himself gloomily. The Beasts had highly advanced sensory jamming systems that couldn't be penetrated by passive detection. If the Lemurians scanned the interstellar surroundings with their more powerful active sensors, it would leave behind perceptible Hyperdim traces that might attract the enemy.

They were blind and deaf and had to trust their luck.

Bardon leaned back in his command chair and thought about the long road that lay behind them, the difficult and dangerous search for the legacy of the Suen Project and of the half dozen secret research stations that they had tracked down so far. He wondered what had become of Tam Councilor Markam and the scientists of Project Time Machine. Were they actually dead, killed or lost in the chaos of war? Or were they keeping themselves concealed on Torbutan and continuing to work on their research into time?

But if they were still alive, why hadn't they informed the High Tam Councilors of the progress of their work? Why this extreme secrecy? Because they feared the Beasts would follow their trail and destroy the time machine before it could be employed for the salvation of the Great Tamanium and the Lemurian people? Or had they had to struggle—as Bardon had—against the ignorance and lack of imagination of the civil and military leadership, who preferred a mass evacuation to Karahol over an unpredictable experiment with time?

The thought was so seductive ... Transporting a powerful fleet into the past, into the Beasts' early history, and destroying their home planet before their civilization could become a galactic power. Then there would be no more enemy that could threaten the Great Tamanium and drive it to the edge of extinction. The course of history would flow in a different direction.

Jercy and his children would live.

Unease seized Thore Bardon. He leaped up, turned the command over to Palanker, and made the rounds of the ship. Everywhere the work on the repairs was proceeding feverishly, and the crew—although exhausted and showing every sign of the stresses of what they had recently endured—seemed more determined than ever to continue the mission.

Every single one of them knew that they had to succeed, no matter what the cost.

The crew's unshakable determination touched Bardon. He had handpicked the men and women who accompanied him on this mission, and he seemed to have made a good selection. With such a crew he could accomplish miracles. Because they had nothing left to lose, they had everything to gain. New optimism flowed through him as he continued on his way, but the elation faded when he entered the sickbay and saw the injured in the regeneration tanks and the terrible wounds they had suffered.

Wounds inflicted by the Beasts.

Bardon talked with the injured, spoke consoling and encouraging words to them, and saw the pain in their eyes. Their pain had nothing to do with physical agony, but with what the Beasts had taken away from them: their homes, their families, their future.

And he sensed anger.

Helpless and hot, mixed with puzzlement.

This war had raged for nearly a hundred years. In all that time they had never found out why the Beasts had such hatred for them, why they wanted to destroy Lemurian civilization by any means possible. Perhaps it really was only because they wanted to eliminate a competitor for dominance in Apsuhol, as the exopsychologists and the Fleet's strategists said. But Bardon did not believe that. The Galaxy was large. It had enough room, enough worlds that could be settled for two star-faring races. More living space than they could use in many thousands of years.

There had to be something else behind the Beasts' hatred and merciless compulsion for annihilation. There had to be a logical, rational explanation for their behavior.

It's possible we'll learn what it is when we go back into the past, he told himself as he left the sickbay and stepped into the main antigrav shaft that would take him back to the command deck. If we go back into the past, he added.

There was no certainty that a time machine was actually waiting for them on Torbutan. They had only clues, fragmentary pieces of information, vague hints ... and the hope of success.

"No changes," Palanker reported tersely when Bardon entered the control center.

The commander suppressed a relieved sigh. Apparently they had escaped the Beast ships. But he didn't dare surrender to the feeling of false security. The Galaxy was a dangerous place. There was a risk everywhere of stumbling on Beast units that cruised all through the Tamaniums and searched for scattered ships of the Lemurian fleet.

Much could happen by the time they reached the 87th Tamanium. Many things could make their mission a failure.

Bardon let Palanker continue in command and went back to the positronic room where Ruun Lasoth still sat at the computer terminal. He was evaluating the mutilated data files they had salvaged from the Suen Project's secret research station on Zalmut. The scientist's hawk-like face seemed more somber than before.

"I've completely analyzed the Zalmut data," he said, as always without a greeting, and without mentioning the Beasts' attack and the brief semispace phase. "And I have to admit that I'm starting to have some serious doubts about the point of our mission."

Bardon's eyebrows rose in puzzlement. Lasoth had doubts? It didn't fit the man who had been all but obsessed with Project Time Machine and had made this mission possible at all thanks to his connections with the High Tam Councilors and Fleet Command.

"What kind of doubts?" the commander asked.

"If we find the time machine, risk the time mission, and neutralize the danger from the Beasts in the past—shouldn't we be feeling the effects already? Shouldn't the Beasts be long gone?"

It was a rhetorical question and Bardon didn't say anything. He limited himself to just a brief nod that expressed agreement, and sat down at the neighboring terminal.

"The fact that nothing has changed could mean that our mission will be a failure," Lasoth went on in a low voice. "That there isn't a time machine or we won't be able to destroy the Beasts in the past."

Bardon stiffened. "I won't give up," he said tensely. "Not on the basis of some theoretical arguments."

"According to the Zalmut data files, Markam also doubted the point of a time mission," Lasoth said. "Are you familiar with Levian Paronn's theory of multiple worlds?"

"Of course." Bardon shrugged. He had heard of the scientist. Paronn was good, yes, but he was by no means one of the most brilliant representatives of his profession. "If I remember correctly, Paronn thinks that the universe is only a tiny part of an infinitely branched multiverse. Every action, every event leads to the universe splitting—into one world in which the event took place, and one in which it didn't happen."

"Roughly stated but quite accurate," Lasoth said with his usual condescension. "If that theory is correct, it could mean in our case that our planned time mission will also lead to a split in the universe. To a world in which the mission succeeded and to one in which it failed. And we—" he raised his voice for the first time—"live in the branch universe in which the mission will fail. In which the Beasts are still on the rampage."

Bardon said nothing for a while. Lasoth's doubts were contagious, but he couldn't allow himself to be swayed. He thought once more of his wife and his children, of all the dead of Gunrar II, and of all the other victims of the long war. The Great Tamanium lay in ruins, and only he could make the phoenix rise anew from the ashes.

"We knew from the beginning that it wouldn't be easy," he said at length. "We had only the hope of undoing what happened, and we will let that hope lead us onward as well."

"But hope is perhaps too little to guarantee our success," the scientist warned. Sympathy gleamed in his cold, dark eyes. "We should also be prepared for failure."

"Failure is something we can't even consider," Bardon replied abruptly and stood up. "We will succeed because we must succeed."

He had hardly spoken the words when he realized how desperate they sounded. But the mission had been the product of desperation from the start, a last act of defiance against the inevitability of fate. Even if Lasoth calmly expressed his skepticism—Bardon would not be deterred from his goal. Only when they reached Torbutan could they say with any certainty how their plan would turn out.

Until then he would continue as he had, letting nothing and no one stop him.

His com-wristband hummed. It was Palanker.

"We're receiving a distress call, Commander," the First Officer said excitedly. "It's coming from the ZURUGAT, the flagship of the 7th Fleet. Distance just sixty light-years. The ship is disabled and most of the crew are dead."

Bardon swore under his breath.

"The survivors will also die if we don't help them," Palanker added.

Bardon turned away from Lasoth and went back to the control center. Shadne, the communications specialist, looked up from her controls as he came in.

"The distress call is being sent at full strength," she said. "Sooner or later the Beasts will also pick it up. If we don't act quickly ... "

Bardon interrupted the stocky, dark-haired woman with a curt motion of his hand. He was only too well aware of the precarious situation that a disabled ship was in. The Beasts knew no mercy, showed no compassion. He sank into his command chair and activated the video connection with the engine room.

"I was just about to call you, Commander," Guras said as her face appeared in the monitor window in the lower right corner of the main vidscreen. She had shadows under eyes reddened from lack of sleep. "The repairs of the modulator banks have been completed and the storage cells are being charged."

"Excellent work," Bardon told her. "When can we enter semispace phase?"

"The storage cells will reach their minimum charge in ten minutes," the chief engineer replied. "Our range will be limited, however, until they're fully charged."

"How large is our current operational radius?"

"About 100 light-years," she replied.

Bardon breathed a sigh of relief. Enough to pick up the survivors of the ZURUGAT and change position in case the com signal attracted the Beast ships.

"Prepare for semispace phase," he said and broke off the connection. He turned and faced Ronnok, the navigator. The thin, slender man raised his head expectantly. "Set our course for the ZURUGAT," Bardon ordered. "Maximum speed."

"Understood, Commander. Semispace phase commencing in ten minutes."

Bardon leaned back in his chair and listened as Ronnok informed the IBODAN's two sister ships of the planned maneuver and passed on the destination coordinates. He had a queasy feeling in his stomach. The ZURUGAT was a GOLKARTHE-class battleship, a leviathan of space, heavily armed and protected by massive semispace fields. Only the firepower of the Beasts' most powerful units could damage her to the point of being unable to move on her own. If they were still in the vicinity ...

He pressed his lips together. Rushing to the aid of the ZURUGAT was a huge risk, but one they had to take. Officers of the Lemurian Fleet did not abandon their comrades, never, no matter what the circumstances. Even when it delayed their own missions.

There had already been enough deaths.

Every life was worth saving.

Ten minutes later, the IBODAN and her two sister ships entered semispace phase. The shining globe of the blue star disappeared from the main vidscreen and was replaced by the reddish streaks of the intermediate dimension.

Thore Bardon tensed.

There was no turning back now.
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"Detection!" Palanker exclaimed as the IBODAN and the other two units of the small squadron re-emerged into the normal universe. The red seething of semispace gave way to the blackness of the cosmos and the disc of a star only the size of a coin, stood out from the star-rich background. "Object at 12-Yellow-A, distance twenty light-seconds. Identification running ... Object identified as GOLKARTHE-Class battleship!"

He looked up from the sensor controls and over to Thore Bardon.

"It's the ZURUGAT, Commander. The transponder signals are unmistakable."

"Shadne, make radio contact," Bardon ordered the communications specialist.

The stocky, dark-haired woman obeyed. With a tense voice she spoke into the communications console microphone. "Heavy cruiser IBODAN here. We have come to help you. ZURUGAT, please respond."

They waited but there was no reply. Bardon suppressed a curse. The main vidscreen showed the detection echo representing the ZURUGAT along with identification symbols and a schematic diagram of the star system in which they had materialized. An Apsu-type yellow sun with one hot, airless inner planet and three widely spaced asteroid belts. The ZURUGAT drifted through space near the middle belt and above the ecliptic. There didn't seem to be any other ships in the area.

Palanker confirmed his guess. "Passive detection negative, Commander," he announced. "The system is clean." His voice trembled slightly. "I request permission to employ the active sensors in order to verify the passive detection."

Bardon hesitated. Could they take that risk? Every Beast ship in the interstellar neighborhood would register the stray Hyperdim radiation of the active sensor system and draw the appropriate conclusion. But on the other hand, the ZURUGAT had been broadcasting its hypercom distress call for some time now.

"Permission granted," he said with a nod.

"Commander," Shadne said, "the ZURUGAT is not responding. She is continuing to send the distress call, but that is all."

"Put it on the loudspeaker," Bardon ordered.

Crackling and hissing sounded at once from the control center's hidden loudspeaker fields, accompanied by a distorted woman's voice. " ... ZURUGAT. To all Lemurian units—our ship has been severely damaged by a Beast attack. Sublight and semispace engines have failed, most crewmembers are dead, and the lifeboats have been destroyed. Anyone who is out there and hears us—rescue us. This is the flagship of the 7th Fleet, the battleship ZURUGAT. To all Lemurian units ... "

Bardon gestured for Shadne to terminate the transmission. A recording, he thought. And no one knows how long it has been broadcasting. Perhaps the survivors have all died. Perhaps that's why the ZURUGAT isn't responding to our messages ...

"Active detection complete," Palanker said, tearing him out of his thoughts. "No enemy ships in the system."

That's one bright spot, Bardon thought. He had privately half-expected a trap, but the sensors allayed his fear.

"Active detection of the interstellar vicinity running," his First Office added. "Results negative so far."

But that could change at any second. Bardon knew from painful experience that Beast ships always appeared when one least expected them. And as long as the ZURUGAT was broadcasting its distress call, it could attract the Beasts. They had to silence the transmitter, and fast.

"Still no response from the ZURUGAT," the communications specialist said.

"Bioscan of the ZURUGAT complete," Palanker reported a moment later. "No measurable readings. Energy readings also negative. The ship is a derelict." Sorrow and anger made his voice sound hoarse. "There is no one left alive on board, Commander. I'm sorry."

Bardon shook his head sadly. They had come too late and had pointlessly wasted valuable time. He looked at the main vidscreen, at the point of light representing the wrecked battleship that had become a tomb for countless brave men and women. His hate for the Beasts flared up hotly. He would see to it that the mortal remains of their comrades would not fall into the enemy's hands. If the Beasts detected the explosion, they would assume that the ZURUGAT had blown up as a result of the massive damage.

"Ronnok, bring the IBODAN into point-blank range of the ZURUGAT," he ordered the navigator, who tersely acknowledged his command. "Helot," he then said, turning to the weapons officer, "destroy the wreck with a counterpole salvo." He was silent for a moment. "May the old gods have mercy on their souls," he added softly.

His words were drowned out by the roaring of the impulse engines. The IBODAN and its two sister ships accelerated, heading for the wreck. The remaining distance shrank noticeably and Bardon's subconscious nervousness gradually eased.

"Active detection still negative," Palanker announced, loudly enough to be heard over the engine noise.

"Still no response from the ZURUGAT," the communications officer said.

A few moments later, Ronnok the navigator reported: "We are now in point-blank range."

The loud rumbling of the engines in the equatorial rim abruptly broke off. The IBODAN drifted in free fall towards the wreckage of the flagship of the Seventh Fleet.

"Counterpole cannons loaded and ready to fire." Helot, the weapons officer, lifted her head and looked expectantly at Bardon.

The commander hesitated for a second. In normal circumstances they would have seized the ZURUGAT with their tractor beams and towed it to the nearest spacedock for repairs. Warships were in short supply now. But their mission could not tolerate any further delay. They had to be on their way to the 87th Tamanium where the time machine awaited them. Where they could undo all the horrors and suffering of the nearly century-long war.

"Open fire," he said.

A moment later, a 100-megaton fusion bomb exploded like an expanding ball of light, swallowing the derelict. The sun-hot fire vaporized the Seventh Fleet's proud flagship while individual pieces of the debris were hurled out of the death zone and flew like meteors through interplanetary space.

Bardon sighed and activated the connection with the engine room. Guras's face appeared in the monitor window, creased with worry, her eyes darkened.

"The modulator banks are causing problems, Commander," she said, visibly concerned. "We're having to fight with current fluctuations in the Hyperdim regulators. We will probably have to replace them."

Bardon suppressed a groan. Yet another delay. Depressed, he wondered if they would ever reach the 87th Tamanium.

"How long will the replacement take?"

"No more than thirty minutes," the Chief Engineer replied. "But we'll be stuck here in this system during that time. I ... "

The shrilling of the detector alarm interrupted her. Bardon whirled around in his chair and stared at Palanker. The First Officer's face had turned ashen.

"Detection," he said, his voice little more than a croak. "Four objects in Nine-Red-F. Distance twelve light-seconds. Velocity one twentieth light, accelerating at high rate, on intercept course ... Identification running ... "

Bardon held his breath.

"Objects identified," Palanker gasped tonelessly. "A Beast super-battleship, a battleship, and two cruisers. They have activated their defense shields and weapons systems. Massive Hyperdim readings ... interval cannons energizing ... "

Bardon whirled around again and looked at the main vidscreen where four points of light had appeared in the system's middle asteroid belt and were heading towards the Lemurian squadron with increasing speed. Terror left him paralyzed. This time there was no way out, no escape.

"Combat range in two minutes and forty seconds," Palanker said.

It really was a trap, Bardon thought. The ZURUGAT was a decoy, nothing more. The Beasts were lurking in the detection shadow of the asteroid belt with their ships powered down and waiting for the right moment to strike ... which is now.

"Activate shields," he ordered automatically although he knew it was useless.

"Semispace shield activated," Palanker confirmed just as automatically. "Output at one-hundred percent."

But experience taught that the semispace shield would collapse with the first interval salvo. The five-dimensional impact front would smash the IBODAN into bits and everyone on board would die.

"All weapons systems ready to fire," he heard Helot, the weapons officer, say as though from a great distance.

As they knew from previous confrontations with the Beasts, their weapons would be of no use to them. Not even the devastating counterpole cannons could break through the enemy's paratron shields.

Death, Bardon thought. It's coming for us.

For a moment he considered falling back on the proven evasive maneuvers in order to gain time, but they wouldn't be any use now. It was impossible to hold off the Beast ships for thirty minutes until the semispace engines were back in operation.

"Combat range in two minutes and twenty seconds," Palanker said, breaking the silence that had fallen over the bridge. "Your orders, Commander?"

Bardon pulled himself together. The crew was waiting for instructions and he had to make a decision. The IBODAN could not be saved, but his life and the lives of his crew were unimportant in comparison with the mission. The time machine in the 87th Tamanium had to be found at all costs and put into operation. Only that way could they hope their sacrifice had not been in vain.

He activated the encrypted connection to the IBODAN's two sister ships. "Initiate semispace phase at once. You must carry out the mission and reach Torbutan. The IBODAN will remain behind and provide covering fire until you enter semispace phase."

Bardon heard Palanker take a sharp breath, but neither he nor any other officer in the bridge crew protested. They were intelligent enough to realize that his order was the only proper decision. The subcommanders of the OLATH and the HORDAMON acknowledged his order without protest as well. Once again Bardon was proud of his people, of their discipline and far-sightedness.

He watched on the vidscreen as the two heavy cruisers accelerated in order to make entrance into semispace phase easier. The four points of light representing the Beast ships came inexorably closer. They would be within combat range before the Lemurians could initiate semispace phase, and it would be the IBODAN's task to occupy the Beasts long enough for its sister ships to escape.

And to carry on with the mission.

The quest for the time machine.

Bardon thought of Ruun Lasoth, who was still sitting in the positronic room and analyzing the information they had found in the destroyed secret research station on Zalmut. Lasoth was the brain of this desperate undertaking, and Bardon found himself wondering whether the crews of the OLATH and the HORDAMON would even be able to operate the time machine without the genius chief scientist.

He pressed his lips together until they hurt. Useless ponderings. There wasn't any way to transfer Lasoth to one of the other cruisers before the Beasts attacked. He would die just like everyone else on board.

"Combat range in one minute and fifty seconds," Palanker said.

Bardon cleared his throat. "At my command, open fire with all weapons systems."

"Enemy ships targeted, all weapons ready to fire," Helot announced.

Bardon looked around and surveyed the earnest, pale faces of his top officers. There was fear in their eyes, the instinctive animal fear of certain death, but along with the fear he also saw the unshakable determination to fight to the end.

Ronnok, the navigator, murmured a prayer to Lahamu, the goddess of battles, and Bardon caught himself praying to the old gods as the Beast ships came ever closer. Suddenly, his fear was gone. He would die, but that also meant he would be reunited with his wife and his children. And there was still the hope that the OLATH and the HORDAMON would be successful, would find the time machine, and would carry out the time mission that would save them.

We will rise again, Bardon thought grimly. We will lift ourselves from the darkness of death and the ashes of time, and all the horror of this long war will have never happened.

The thought gave him new courage.

"Helot," he said aloud to the weapons officer, "concentrate the counterpole cannons' fire on the two enemy cruisers."

"Understood, Commander."

They had no chance against the Beasts' heavy units. The ships were too heavily armed, too well protected. But the two cruisers were the weakest links in the chain. If the Lemurians had to die, perhaps they could take a few Beasts along with them into the grave.

"Combat range in thirty seconds," the First Officer announced.

Bardon tensed. It's almost time, he thought. Soon, it will ...

The Hyperdetector alarm suddenly howled and cut the strained pre-battle silence like a knife.

"Detection!" Palanker exclaimed. "Massive Hyperdim shocks in Seven-Red-F ... 28, no, thirty objects materializing, velocity one-third light, on intercept course ... Identification running ... " The First Officer's voice cracked. "It's a Lemurian fleet! They're our people, Commander! Our people! Twelve GOLKARTHE-class battleships, ten battlecruisers, and eight heavy cruisers ... !"

Bardon couldn't believe it. He stared at the main monitor and the thirty points of light that had appeared above the asteroid belt and were racing towards the Beast ships and the IBODAN at high speed. We're saved, he thought numbly. At the last second.

"Commander, they're hailing us," Shadne, the communications officer said. "It's on the encrypted frequency. Audio transmission."

"Put it on the speaker," Bardon ordered as he watched the Beast ships decelerate, turn, and set their course towards the attacking Lemurian fleet.

A brusque voice accustomed to giving orders resounded from the loudspeaker fields. "Admiral Targant speaking, Commander-in-Chief of the 74th Rapid Intervention Fleet, flagship RADORGAR. Lemurian units, identify yourselves."

Bardon breathed deeply. "This is Commander Bardon of the Heavy Cruiser IBODAN. We are on a special mission and fell into the Beasts' trap." He took another deep breath. "It's good to hear your voice, Admiral. We were facing certain death."

The Admiral laughed without any joy. "Well, this isn't over yet, Commander Bardon. We'll have to wait until after we've destroyed the Beast ships to toast our victory."

The connection broke off and Bardon heard Palanker cry out in dismay. He looked up at the vidscreen again. One of the Beast ships had separated itself from the small squadron heading towards the Lemurian fleet and was racing directly towards the IBODAN.

"Combat range in ten seconds!" the First Officer called.

"Helot, open fire!" Bardon ordered hoarsely.

The weapons officer reacted immediately. On the main vidscreen, the artificial suns of the exploding megaton bombs flared up and split the darkness of space. The Beast ship flew into the curtain of fire and Bardon watched as its paratron shield formed its characteristic pattern and diverted the destructive energies into hyperspace. For a few seconds it disappeared in the flaming inferno, then hurtled unscathed out of the explosion zone once more.

From the corner of his eye, Bardon saw the OLATH and the HORDAMON change their course and return to the IBODAN. They had broken off semispace phase in order to come and help them. Bardon swore silently. He understood why the two subcommanders had done that, but he would have preferred for them to continue the journey to Torbutan.

He considered giving an order to that effect but didn't have the chance. The Beast ship opened fire from its interval cannons. The five-dimensional impact fronts struck the IBODAN's semispace field and made it flicker. The first cracks in the energy shield's structure formed. The muffled roaring of the energy storage banks immediately climbed to a piercing howl as they pumped fresh energy into the overloaded shield. But the crevices grew wider.

An explosion jolted the ship and shook the bridge. The display panel on Bardon's control console announced the destruction of an impulse drive unit.

"Evasion Maneuver M-Seven!" he shouted above the howling of the storage banks.

The IBODAN abruptly peeled away and sped off at a steep angle from its original course, away from the Beast ship that a few seconds later accelerated and took up pursuit. Then the OLATH and the HORDAMON arrived. Their counterpole cannons set space on fire. The Beast ship vanished in the inferno of the fusion explosions but continued firing from its interval cannons. His eyes wide with horror, Bardon saw the OLATH's energy shield literally swept away and a portion of its equatorial rim destroyed. Flames licked at the wide gashes that gaped in its hull. Aftershocks shook the ship. Pieces of debris flew whirling into space.

Bardon groaned loudly.

In the distance, above the system's middle asteroid belt, new suns flared up as the battle between the Lemurian fleet and the other three Beast ships erupted. He saw two points of light disappear from the main vidscreen and knew that two Lemurian units had been destroyed.

Still more deaths, he thought numbly. Won't the dying ever stop?

A light vibration ran through the IBODAN as the weapons officer fired a dozen space torpedoes simultaneously. They struck the Beast ship's paratron field and detonated. Again the characteristic patterns of crack-like channels formed with which the wavering shield diverted the destructive energy into hyperspace. But at that moment a massive counterpole salvo from the HORDAMON impacted.

Bardon held his breath.

The paratron shield collapsed under the overload. A narrow crack in the structure of the force field appeared at the level of the propulsion ring at the bottom of the globe-shaped ship. It expanded within seconds into a gaping crevice through which the fusion fire licked at the black steel of the hull.

The Beast ship vaporized in a blinding explosion.

Shouts of joy resounded through the control center, a cry of triumph that released the tension of the past few minutes.

"Emergency call from the OLATH," Shadne announced loudly, trying to be heard over the tumult in the control center. "The crew is evacuating the ship. The first rescue capsules have been ejected."

Bardon turned away from the main monitor and looked over at Ronnok. "Take us to the OLATH," he ordered. "We'll pick up the rescue capsules and join the fleet."

The navigator obeyed, and with roaring steering jets, the IBODAN went back to the crippled OLATH. The HORDAMON had also turned and was heading towards its sister ship to take the rescue capsules with the shipwrecked victims on board.

Bardon concentrated once more on the main vidscreen. The Lemurian fleet had in the meantime destroyed the Beasts' other heavy cruisers and the battleship with concentrated counterpole salvos. It was now subjecting the super-battleship to massive fire. The commander noted sadly that the number of light points representing Lemurian ships had been reduced to twenty.

Ten ships destroyed, he thought. What a terrible cost of lives ... and all just to rescue us.

Feelings of guilt rose within him, but he suppressed them. Even if Admiral Targant didn't know it—thanks to his courageous intervention with its heavy losses—he would possibly change the fate of the Great Tamanium and help the Lemurian people to rise again. Bardon was more determined than ever to carry out the time mission and annihilate the Beasts before they could begin their war of extermination against the Lemurians.

A distant new sun blazed up on the main vidscreen, briefly outshining the system's central star, and flickered back into darkness. As the fusion fire faded out, a glance at the hyperdetection screen showed him that the Beast's super-battleship had been destroyed.

The battle was over.

They were victorious.

The way to the 87th Tamanium was open. The way to the time machine and to ultimate salvation.

Infinite relief surged through Bardon. Death had been standing before him, but it had nonetheless been vanquished. He would live and carry out their mission. He had to thank the Admiral.

"Shadne, contact the RADORGAR," he ordered.

While the communications officer made the com connection with the flagship of the 74th Rapid Intervention Fleet, Bardon watched on the main monitor as the IBODAN and the HORDAMON fished the wrecked OLATH's rescue capsules from the depths of space with tractor beams. He hoped that the majority of his people had survived the attack.

The image on the monitor abruptly changed. A stocky, gruff-looking man with an angular face and short hair appeared. More than a dozen decorations sparkled on his Admiral's uniform.

"Commander Bardon of the heavy cruiser IBODAN," Bardon said, nodding his head in greeting. "On behalf of my crew I'd like to thank you for ... "

"We don't have time for niceties," Admiral Targant interrupted him bluntly. His face darkened. "I've lost a third of my units in this unanticipated rescue operation. Your thanks won't bring back the men and women who died."

He stared at Bardon accusingly, as though the Commander was responsible for the destruction of the ten starships.

And he's right, Bardon thought, depressed. If we hadn't followed up on the ZURUGAT's distress signal, this incident might never have happened. He suppressed the thought and straightened up in his chair.

"I'm sorry, Admiral," he said stiffly.

"Of course you are," Targant growled, "but there isn't any time for condolences either. Your two ships will join my fleet. We are on the way to Tantra III. The Supreme Command of the Fleet fears a new Beast offensive against the Multi-Star Teleporter's control planet. All combat-worthy ships are needed to protect the evacuation to Karahol."

Bardon hesitated for a moment. It was not his place to contradict an Admiral, but he didn't have any other choice.

"I'm sorry, Admiral, but we are on a special mission that is crucially important for our people," he said loudly. "We have direct orders from High Tam Councilor Merlan ... "

"I am in command here," Targant interrupted. He leaned forward so his rough-hewn face filled the entire screen. "And I'm canceling the orders of the High Tam Councilor. We're proceeding to Tanta III."

"But ... Admiral!" Bardon swallowed. He could not defy the direct order of an Admiral, but neither could he allow the mission to fail. "But the existence of the Great Tamanium is hanging on the success of our mission!"

Targant laughed gruffly. "You don't seem to have realized yet that Great Tamanium no longer exists, Bardon."

"But we could make it rise again!" Bardon exclaimed desperately. "With time travel. We know where a time machine is, and we could use it to ... "

Again Targant interrupted him. Cold anger showed on the Admiral's face. "Enough, Commander!" he roared. "I don't have either the time or the inclination to listen to your wild fairy tales. Tanta III is in danger of being overrun by the Beasts. The evacuation of millions of Lemurians is at risk. Either you and your two ships will join my fleet or I will strip you of your command and have you shot by a firing squad. Have I made myself clear enough?"

Bardon felt himself caving in. He could see from the Admiral's eyes that Targant would make good on his threat if he didn't obey. He had lost. The mission had failed. Jercy and the children ... he would not be able to save them. Nor could he save the millions of other victims who had died in this long war.

"Understood, Admiral," he replied, the strain showing in his voice. "The IBODAN and the HORDAMON will attach themselves to your fleet." He fell silent for a moment, then summoned all his courage and added, "But I request permission to summarize my mission in a memo and submit it to the Supreme Command of the Fleet."

Targant shrugged indifferently. "As long as you obey my orders, Bardon," he growled, "you can write all the memos you like."

He broke off the com connection. The main vidscreen once more showed a schematic diagram of the nameless solar system and the sparkling of millions of distant stars.

A ghostly silence reigned in the control center. Bardon sensed the stares of his top officers at his back, but he didn't have the strength to turn and speak a few encouraging words to them. All the sacrifices they had made, the dangers they had survived ... all that was now pointless thanks to Targant's order.

He thought of the memo he would write.

Perhaps the Supreme Command of the Fleet would have more insight than the Admiral. Perhaps from Tanta III Bardon could get in touch with High Tam Councilor Merlan on Lemur so that he could put pressure on the Fleet command. Perhaps there was still a spark of hope that they could continue their mission.

He clenched his teeth.

He would struggle and neither relax nor rest until he could get a hearing with his superiors. The mission was too important to give up on it. But his battle against the slowly grinding wheels of bureaucracy would take time. Time that they might not have. And it was questionable whether he really would win in the end.

Thore Bardon looked at the main vidscreen, at the stars that shone like cold eyes in the darkness, and for a moment he had the feeling that they were mocking him.
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The plunge into the abyss of time ended with a sharp, piercing pain. Icho Tolot realized with a shock that he was no longer pure, disembodied consciousness in the temporal twilight zone, but once more a being of flesh and blood. He was vulnerable and mortal despite the Activator Chip that ensured him eternal life. He lay paralyzed on the ground, which felt cold and hard and strange after being dematerialized, and he was too weak to move. A groan escaped from his lips, loud and rumbling, and with an effort he forced his eyes open.

Light blinded him.

He squeezed his eyelids together so they narrowed to slits, protecting his eyes from the burning brightness, and waited until they had adapted to the intensity of the light around him. Gasping, he looked around, still half numbed by the shock of rematerialization.

The light came from the energy field that billowed between the cone-shaped converters of the time machine. It vaguely reminded him of the transport beam of a teleporter. He watched as the field diminished in brightness and finally faded out. The muffled droning of the machinery also died away.

Then there was silence, broken only by his labored breathing.

He was relieved. He had feared that the Beasts would follow him through time, but the energy field, the gateway to the past, no longer existed. He was safe.

For the moment.

He found himself thinking of Denetree, the Lemurian descendant, and his encounter with her, which would take place in more than 50,000 years. He also thought of Perry Rhodan, Solina Tormas, and Hayden Norwell. They had remained behind on Gorbas III and were perhaps facing death.

Such considerations are unimportant even if they do concern friends, his overbrain admonished him. They will not help you in any way in the current situation.

The overbrain was right. He had to orientate himself and determine what era he was in now. He thought of his other, future self, who had already made the journey he was just beginning. He hoped his adventure really would have a happy ending and that he didn't cause a time paradox and erase himself out of existence.

The numbness in his limbs faded, and with a groan he forced his massive body to stand up. His red battlesuit enveloped him like a second skin and gave him a deceptive feeling of security. Automatically, he reached for the beamer at his waist.

The area surrounding the time machine was different from that of the year 1327 New Galactic Era, but that was not a surprise. He had traveled far back into the past. He would have to be cautious if he encountered any Lemurians. It was possible they would not be as peaceful and friendly as their fellows on board the star arks.

He listened but didn't hear any voices, only the muffled drone of concealed machinery that made the floor vibrate. He wondered what the other, future Tolot had done when he had reached this point of his journey. Would he act and react the same way his future self had because the shape of time had already been determined? Or would there be deviations that would ultimately escalate into major changes that would affect events in the year 1327 NGE?

That is irrelevant, his overbrain advised him coolly. Speculations are of no use to you. You must act as the situation requires.

With heavy steps he stamped to the door that led out of the machinery hall. It opened automatically. Tolot suddenly stopped. Before him stretched a wide corridor. Round lighting plates had been set in its ceiling at regular intervals. Doors lined the hallway. Some distance away, just under the ceiling, was a grating covering a ventilation shaft. He heard the low murmuring of an air-circulation system.

This corridor had not existed in the future. His surroundings were completely different from the mining area on Gorbas III. Could he therefore conclude that ... ?

It does not necessarily have to mean anything, his overbrain broke in, interrupting his train of thought. As long as you do not know in which time period you find yourself, you should avoid premature conclusions.

The Halutian suppressed a humorless laugh. Thank you for that shrewd insight, he thought back ironically.

His overbrain did not answer. It did not care for irony. It functioned according to purely logical parameters and didn't waste any time with friendly conversation. Of course its objection was justified. He had to gather information first before he could analyze his situation.

He cautiously stepped into the corridor. The muffled machine noise was louder here, the vibration in the floor stronger. He sensed it plainly through the soles of his battlesuit's boots. With his beamer drawn, he approached the first door. The characters of some written language were emblazoned on it. The Lemurian written language. He knew the language and translated the writing without any difficulty.

Temporal Control Room.

An electronic code lock secured the sliding door, but it stood slightly open, and a little push from his huge hand was enough to shove it sideways into its frame. Inside the room were control consoles, rows of video monitors, and devices that were strange to him. Boxes with more equipment were stacked along one of the walls. Some of the control consoles lacked covers. It looked as though someone had begun to dismantle the electronic gear and stow it in the crates, but had been interrupted in the middle of the work.

Tolot proceeded cautiously further down the corridor. Laboratory facilities had been set up in the adjoining rooms, which presented a picture similar to that of the control room. Stacks of boxes, half-disconnected machines and other devices. Storage cabinets that stood open and had been emptied out. Scrapped equipment piled up in the corners ...

Only the light and the low murmur from the ventilation shafts indicated that the station was still in operation.

At the end of the corridor was a star-shaped intersection from which six other hallways led. He listened and thought he heard the sound of voices from the rightmost passage. Uncertain, he hesitated. A confrontation with the Lemurian occupants of this complex could be dangerous, since he did not know how they would react to his sudden appearance. But if he wanted to gather information, he didn't have any other choice.

That is correct, his overbrain confirmed. And the sooner you find answers to your questions, the better.

Tolot slid his beamer back into the holster at his waist. It was wiser not to confront the strangers with a drawn weapon. If they reacted with hostility, his battlesuit would protect him. Besides, he trusted his own unique metabolism, which was capable of hardening his bodily structure so his flesh was as strong as Terkonite and virtually invulnerable.

He went onwards and heard the muttering grow louder. Individual words became understandable. The strangers were speaking Lemurian, but after seeing the writing on the laboratory doors he hadn't expected anything else. He hoped they would be as favorably disposed towards him as the Lemurians on the star arks.

The corridor opened up into a large room. Tolot stopped. The hall was filled with Lemurians: men, women, and children in rumpled, dirty clothing. They didn't look like the technicians and scientists of a laboratory complex, but more like refugees who had a difficult ordeal behind them. They sat apathetically on the floor or lay on sleeping mats. They were crowded close to each other, ragged and exhausted-looking figures, many injured with bloody bandages. Some slept, others sat mutely with their heads hanging, while still others whispered lowly among themselves.

They had not noticed him yet.

Tolot opened his mouth to pronounce the customary Lemurian greeting, Halaton kher lemuu onsa, but before he could get that far, one of the men raised his head and looked in his direction. The man's face went rigid like a mask for a moment, as though frozen in shock, then it twisted into a grimace of terror. Fear blazed in his eyes. His lips trembled. Then he opened his mouth and screamed.

It was a scream that sent a shudder through the giant's body. It expressed horror on the deepest, most subconscious level, blind panic, and deathly fear. The scream cut like a laser knife through the murmuring of the other Lemurians and brought them to sudden silence. Every head turned. And the horror showing on the man's face was now reflected in the faces of everyone else.

A hundred mouths took up the first man's scream and it rose in a crescendo of terror. Those who had been asleep were jolted awake, and when they looked around, startled, they saw the Halutian and joined in the ghastly screaming in turn.

Tolot raised his hand in a helpless gesture. "I come in peace," he said, but his words were lost in the panicked din.

The Lemurians leaped up and fled towards the archway of the tunnel entrance on the other side of the hall. They pushed and shoved each other in their panic, making some people fall, and blindly trampled those on the floor. The entire time they screamed and shrieked as though they had gone insane.

Tolot was shaken. He had not anticipated setting off such a panic. After all, the Lemurians on the star arks had accepted him with friendliness and complete trust.

Only one conclusion can be drawn from this reaction, his overbrain informed him coolly. They have already encountered Halutians, and the meeting went badly.

He knew what his overbrain was referring to. He remembered only too well his first journey through time, back in the year 2404 by the old Terran calendar. Then, he and the CREST III had ended up in the past some 50,000 years earlier, during the last days of the Lemurians when the war between them and the ancient Halutians, then called Beasts, had been raging.

The Lemurians had then had the same reaction when they saw him.

That could mean you find yourself in the same era, his overbrain told him emotionlessly. If that is the case, then you must avoid at all costs an encounter with your self of that time in order to avoid causing time paradoxes with potentially devastating consequences!

Meanwhile, the hall had emptied out. A dozen people lay on the floor, trampled by the fleeing mob, moaning and whimpering. Tolot felt an urge to go to them and try to help, but that would only increase their panic and fear. Uncertain, he remained where he was and wondered how his other, future self had acted in this situation.

Suddenly the howling of sirens ripped through the silence that had only been interrupted by the whimpering of the injured. Seconds later, figures appeared in the archway of the tunnel opening on the other side of the hall. They were Lemurians in gray battlesuits, armed with heavy thermobeam guns, and surrounded by reddishly shining force fields. When they saw the Halutian, they immediately raised their weapons and opened fire.

Heat rays struck the wall next to Tolot and made the plastic covering melt. Smoking droplets sprayed on his red protective suit, pearled up when they touched the specially coated, highly resistant material, and fell to the floor like hot tears. Tolot didn't lose any time. He whirled around and fled back through the passageway to the intersection of corridors. He didn't want to fight against the Lemurians if it could be avoided. They apparently considered him a Beast and only did their duty. To kill them would have meant a massive intervention in the structure of time, with unforeseeable consequences.

He stormed into one of the side corridors and heard the heavy steps of the pursuers behind him as the howling of the sirens continued. Thermobeams sizzled above him and ionized the air. He increased his speed and ran past the rows of doors. Reaching another intersection, he paused for a moment to get his bearings, then turned into another tunnel. Fifty meters further along, it ended in a massive bulkhead.

Tolot accelerated his pace even more and at the same time changed the molecular basis of his cell structure until his body had the solidity of a block of steel. As he struck the bulkhead, it resounded like a bell, bent inwards, and was torn screeching from its anchoring. It flew through the air and struck a block of machinery the size of a single-family house with a crash.

Skidding to a halt, he looked around the expansive machinery hall on the other side of the bulkhead opening. Attracted by the noise, a Lemurian in blue overalls came around one of the machines and abruptly stopped and stood as though rooted to the spot when he saw the Halutian. Naked fear showed in his face. He gasped, raised his hands in a helpless, defensive gesture, and stepped back, stumbling.

Tolot ignored him. He saw the first armed Lemurians appearing at the mouth of the corridor, and he ran onwards, past the humming, complex machinery, into the depths of the machine room. Other men and women in blue overalls appeared between the rows of generators and froze as soon as they saw him. Their screams were lost in the howling of the sirens.

A thermobeam shot through the air, missing him by a hair, and burned a blackened hole in one of the colossal machines. He turned left, raced past transformer blocks, leaped over an energy storage bank, and reached another bulkhead. With one blow of his powerful right fist he smashed it out of its anchoring and burst into another machinery hall with generators, walls filled with monitor screens, and control consoles over which blue-clad technicians were bent.

When they raised their heads and saw him, they turned pale. "A Beast!" one of them exclaimed in a choked voice in Lemurian. "It's a Beast!"

Tolot ran past them. The technician's terrified cry had confirmed his estimation that he had landed in the era of the Lemurian-Halutian war. But how could he get on board the star arks? The arks had started out on their dilation flight long before the outbreak of the war ...

That is unimportant! his overbrain admonished him. Now it is a matter of survival. Everything else will work itself out when you escape your pursuers.

A thermobeam burned a blistering furrow in the floor next to him and emphasized the overbrain's thought. He ran onwards through the labyrinth of machines and generators and reached the hall's rear wall. No exit was in sight anywhere. With a rumbling curse he hardened his bodily structure again and threw himself against the wall. It blew apart from the force of his impact and opened the way to a wide corridor.

Screams met him as he broke through the opening. Two Lemurian women who had just stepped through a door stumbled backwards in panic and their shrieks were cut off as the door slid shut.

Tolot hurried on but his pursuers were still after him. Surrounded by a storm of thermobeams, he turned into a side passage and reached a bulkhead after another twenty meters. He tore it out of its setting with the force of his hardened body and found himself in a stairwell. Wide metal steps led upwards in a spiral and lost themselves in the reddish twilight of the emergency lighting.

The howling of the alarm sirens went on.

A thermobeam shot through the opening in the bulkhead and turned the lowest step red hot. Tolot lost no time and stormed up the staircase, higher and higher, while the pounding steps of his pursuers resounded from below. For a moment he was amazed by their persistence and their courage. They had to know that they didn't have any chance against him if he decided to fight them, but they didn't give up.

No superfluous ponderings, his overbrain warned him. You must concentrate on escape and finding a way out of this laboratory complex.

Tolot went past landing after landing, bulkhead after bulkhead, but he didn't stop until he reached the top of the shaft. The pounding steps below him were no longer as loud as they had been, suggesting his pursuers had fallen behind. For them, the long climb must have been difficult and exhausting, but he felt just as fit and fresh as he had at the start of his flight. If he had to, he could go on like this for hours.

There was Lemurian lettering on the hatch in front of him.

Entrance Level.

Tolot rumbled in satisfaction. He had instinctively gone the right way. He ignored the hatch's electronic code lock, lifted his right fist, and slammed it into the steel door. A deep dent appeared, and two more blows tore it completely out of its frame. Before him lay a wide tunnel filled with men, women, and children, ragged and dirty, and some injured like the refugees below in the laboratory complex.

They screamed and shrieked when they saw him, squeezed in fear against the walls or ran away in blind panic. Again the reaction pained and shocked him.

"Have no fear," he called to them. "I am not like the Beasts. I come in peace."

But his words echoed unheard. The terrible trauma these people had suffered was stronger than their reason. He could not blame them. He had experienced himself the brutal and merciless havoc the original Halutians had wrought among the Lemurians in order to destroy the Great Tamanium on behalf of the First Vibratory Power ...

This is not the right time for historical observations, his overbrain admonished him coldly. You are still in danger.

Tolot ran onwards, past the screaming and wailing refugees, who were frozen in fear at the sight of the apparent Beast. He stormed through the wide tunnel, rounded a corner with a skid, and reached a large hall, its walls covered in plasteel. On the other side of it gaped a large, open doorway. Armed Lemurians were posted on either side of the door, through which more refugees streamed into the hall.

The guards fired as soon as they saw the Halutian while the refugees scattered screaming and fled into other tunnels that led off from the large hall.

Tolot activated his red battlesuit's energy shield as the super-hot flashes of thermobeams crackled around him. He then ducked and ran onwards towards the door, through the panicking, shrieking sea of refugees driven half-mad by terror. His protective shield flickered slightly as the heat rays struck it, but held up.

Then he reached the door, leaped in a long bound over a group of refugees frozen with fear, and landed outside on bare rocky ground. The rock splintered under his impact. He paused to orient himself while more thermobeams struck his shield and the flickering of the energy field increased.

He was looking down from a great height into a long, narrow valley between steep mountain peaks. In the distance, crashed against a cliff face, lay the hull, collapsed on itself, of a spherical spaceship with the characteristic equatorial rim of Lemurian construction. Smoke rose from it and some sections were burning. The refugees presumably came from that wreck. Further on, along the horizon, the skyline of a city could be seen.

And in a light rust-colored sky, two suns shone.

Two suns.

The surprise stunned him.

You are not on Gorbas IV any longer, his overbrain told him, stating the obvious in a dry, sober tone. The time machine has transported you to a different planet. That means it is actually a time-teleporter.

Tolot took a deep breath while absorbing the shock. At the edge of his perception he was aware of the screams of the refugees, the impacts of the thermobeams, and the howling of the alarm sirens from the depths of the mountain.

Don't waste any time, the overbrain urged him. You must find a secure hiding place and very quickly.

Icho Tolot abruptly started running again and with long leaps raced down the steep face of the mountain towards the valley, the starship wreck, and the refugees who swarmed below. They were as small as ants, who suspected nothing of the Nemesis approaching them.
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While high over Tanta III the bitter and bloody battle raged for the control of the galactic multi-star teleporter and the evacuation to Karahol. Levian Paronn sat in the secure refuge of his deep bunker laboratory and studied the memo from a simple starship commander named Thore Bardon. What he read took his breath away.

A time machine in the 87th Tamanium on a secret Suen Project research planet?

It sounded too fantastic to be true. But the memo's data-file attachment, the information that Bardon and his people had collected from various worlds about Tam Councilor Markam's temporal studies, seemed to confirm the idea. After all, there were enough hard facts to lead coldly calculating minds like Ruun Lasoth, the chief scientist of the First Tamanium, and High Tam Councilor Merlan, who was responsible for scientific questions on Lemur, to support Commander Bardon's mission.

Levian Paronn leaned back in his chair and regarded with narrowed eyes his computer terminal's monitor as it displayed the data that Bardon had found in the secret research station on Zalmut. If it had not been falsified, it led to only one conclusion: on Torbutan, a remote planet in the 87th Tamanium, the location of a secret research complex belonging to the Suen Project—which now no longer existed—there was actually an operational time machine.

Paronn trembled.

Excitement seized him. Over the course of his scientific career, he had spent several years occupying himself with temporal physics. He knew that trips through time were at least theoretically possible even though their consequences, the potential results of interfering with the web of time, entailed enormous logical problems and incalculable risks. Changing the past in order to reshape the present was a seductive concept, but it called up the danger of time paradoxes, the collapse of the linear time stream, and the creation of closed loops in time. Temporal chaos.

But even so, Paronn mused, when you consider the possibilities ... !

The Lemurians had lost the war against the Beasts long before. What was happening now in Apsuhol were skirmishes. The last rear-guard actions fought to secure the evacuation to Karahol. The Beasts' attack on Tanta III showed that they wanted to cut off even that escape route for the Lemurians. But if it was possible to use the time machine to go back into the past, to the era before the war broke out ...

We could change the outcome of the war, Paronn thought. We could retroactively transform total defeat into total victory!

Of course, not the way Thore Bardon envisioned it. His plan to send a fleet of powerful, combat-ready starships into the distant past and destroy the Beasts' home world before they developed interstellar travel could not be realized. The Commander of the IBODAN didn't know what Levian Paronn knew. He wasn't aware of the secret intelligence service information that lay before the Technical Administrator of Tanta III.

Since the outbreak of the great war, the Supreme Command of the Fleet had searched for the Beasts' home world in the hope of being able to destroy it. But no one had ever found it. Base planets had been discovered, military and industrial centers from which the war had been organized and supplied, but their home world remained impossible to locate.

Presumably because it was not in Apsuhol.

In all the thousands of years of their interstellar expansion, the Lemurians had never encountered a highly developed alien culture. They had journeyed from star to star, always in search of kindred spirits against whom they could measure themselves and with whom they could exchange viewpoints. But all they found were primitive cultures and the ruins of fallen civilizations. They had never found a trace of the Beasts in the Galaxy until ninety-seven years before, when the Beasts appeared virtually out of nowhere and attacked the Lemurians.

Even though there was no solid evidence, the Fleet leadership's strategists believed that the Beasts came from another galaxy, that they had evolved in one of the billions of other spiral nebulae. They were invaders who had forced their way into Apsuhol to destroy—for whatever reasons—the Great Tamanium.

And they had been successful.

The Great Tamanium was smashed, the Galaxy devastated. Uncounted millions of Lemurians were dead, many billions had fled through the Multi-Star Teleporter to the twin galaxy Karahol. And proud Lemur, the nucleus of the Great Tamanium and Levian Paronn's home world, lay in ruins. In addition, following the destruction of its system's fifth planet, Zeut, a new ice age threatened to make Lemur uninhabitable.

But all that does not have to be final, nor inalterable fate, Paronn thought feverishly. He trembled again. If the time machine really does exist, if a daring group of men and women took the risk of traveling back into the past ... we could still triumph in the end! All the sacrifices that we made, all the agony that we suffered—erased, made to never happen. And we don't even need a fleet of ships to do it as Thore Bardon has in mind, but merely information.

His excitement grew.

When the Beasts began their war against the Great Tamanium nearly one-hundred years before, the Lemurians had been completely unprepared. They were the only interstellar civilization in a Galaxy that otherwise slumbered in a primitive state. There were only ruins to show that there had been a long-gone golden age of other galactic empires. The Lemurians had no enemies worth fearing. And since they were united, only rarely threatened by rebels and secessionists endangering the solidarity of the realm, there had been no reason to establish a large military force. Peace lasted for thousands of years—and then came the Beasts.

They had overrun the Star Guard and the few police troops, and laid waste to one planet after another. Until, after a colossal expenditure of effort, the Lemurians built a fleet from the ground up within in a few years and took up the battle against the invaders. But the cost in blood was already too high by then. The initial losses could not be made up for, and the Lemurians' under-developed knowledge of weapons technology could not be overcome despite all their efforts.

The Lemurians had fought courageously and withstood the Beasts' onslaught for a long time, but in the end the enemy had triumphed.

But if we warn the High Tam Councils of the pre-war era in time, Paronn thought ... If we provide them with the information that we have acquired about the Beasts over the last ninety-seven years ... If we give them the construction data for our modern weapons systems like the Resonance Beamer and the blueprints for GOLKARTHE-class battleships ... decades before the war started ... then they would have enough time to prepare and arm themselves.

Paronn leaped up from his chair excitedly. Sudden elation filled him as he paced back and forth in the small computer room.

The year 6290 dha-Tamar—after the founding of the empire—would be the ideal destination in time, he told himself. Thirty years before the outbreak of the war and the year in which the Star Guard was established. Three decades were enough to concentrate industry and research on the war, to build an excellent defense. A mighty fleet that could stand up to the Beasts' rampage. At the time, the Beasts did not yet have paratron technology and the devastating interval cannons at their disposal. It would be possible to strike them a crushing blow.

The Great Tamanium would be saved and the deaths of millions upon millions prevented.

Levian Paronn stopped. He was breathing heavily, but he didn't notice. His gaze wandered to the computer monitor with Thore Bardon's information on the Suen Project's time researches. A handful of bits and bytes that could be the key to the salvation of the Lemurian imperium. Without thinking, he raised his hand to the small, egg-shaped medallion that hung at his neck from a silver chain. To anyone else, it was just an exotic piece of jewelry, but he knew what the medallion really was.

The guarantee of eternal life.

A Cell Activator, as the stranger had called it.

He still clearly remembered the day five years before when the stranger had come into his life. It was on Lemur, in a deep bunker laboratory like this one on Tanta III, 600 meters beneath the surface and secure from the Black Beasts' attacks. The guards had not noticed his entrance, nor had the security systems registered his appearance.

He was suddenly simply there, in the middle of the night, while all the other scientists and technicians were sleeping. Paronn was brooding alone over the details of the multiple worlds theory that he had devised at the time. The stranger had resembled a Lemurian, but was surrounded by a strange, barely perceptible, shining aura, like a defectively projected hologram.

He had appeared like a ghost who had effortlessly passed by the countless security barriers. However, Paronn had not been afraid, but instead felt only trust, instinctively and without reservation.

You will accomplish great things, Levian Paronn, the stranger had said. You have been chosen to do things that no one else has done before you. Things that anyone else would consider impossible, but not you. I will give you the means for your mission, a life that can last forever if you are wise and prudent. As long as you wear this Cell Activator, death will lose its power over you ...

Why me? Paronn had asked without doubting the stranger's words for a moment, overwhelmed and dumbfounded by the magnitude of the gift.

Because the destiny of the Lemurians depends on you. You do not need to know more. All else will follow of itself.

And as mysteriously as he had come, the stranger vanished once more, after having given him a datachip with the Cell Activator's construction plans. You will need helpers, the stranger had added, immortal like yourself. Choose them carefully when the time comes, and never say anything of what has happened here and now ...

Paronn had not had any opportunity to ask him who he was, but that had not been necessary. He suspected it, he knew it.

Vehraáto, the Twelfth Hero. The mythical savior from the dawn of Lemurian history. A figure of light who had come from the sun to stand with the Lemurians against murderously rampaging monsters, and then joined with the light once more after his work was done. But before departing he had announced that he would return when there was again a time of great peril.

He had returned when the peril was at its greatest and granted Levian Paronn eternal life. Since putting on the Cell Activator, Paronn had not been sick. Strength he had never felt before flowed through him. Two or three hours of sleep per night were enough, and he never felt exhausted even after long, intensive work.

At the time, the Twelfth Hero's words concerning his mission had not had any meaning. Now though, considering the dizzying possibility that in the 87th Tamanium there was a time machine that could be used to change the course of history, Vehraáto's message had a completely new significance.

Is that what he prophesied, Paronn wondered. Am I expected to go through the gate of time and change history, and reverse the destiny of the Lemurian empire?

It had to be so. There was no other possibility.

And that meant that the time machine really did exist. Thore Bardon had been correct. Admiral Targant, that unimaginative, narrow-minded fool, had not listened to the commander. It was fortunate that as Technical Administrator of Tanta III, Paronn had the highest security clearance and routinely received all memos to Fleet Command.

Paronn tensed. I will make Bardon's mission my own, he decided. I will go in search of the time machine and, if it functions, change the course of history. The Savior of the Great Tamanium—on behalf of the Twelfth Hero.

He sank into his chair once more and stared at the monitor without seeing, shaken by the enormous implications of his mission. At the same time though, he was determined to carry it out against all obstacles.

The dead will live again, the empire will rise up once more, he thought. And the accursed Beasts will die, all of them, without exception. They will be no more than a footnote in history. Phantoms used to frighten little children and nothing more.

He pressed the com button on his terminal and put in a call to the Supreme Command of the Fleet. The face of a tactical officer from the command center appeared on the screen.

The man stiffened as he recognized the Technical Administrator. "What can I do for you, Technad?" he asked.

"I must speak with Admiral Targant," Paronn replied. "At once."

The officer hesitated. "I'm afraid that isn't possible at the moment. The Admiral is in the combat-control center and leading the defensive battle for Tanta III. I'm sorry."

"You're going to be even sorrier when I'm finished with you," Paronn replied, angered by the subordinate officer's refusal. He leaned forward until he was certain that his face filled the officer's monitor. "I have information for the Admiral that is of critical importance for the security of Tanta III and the entire central teleporter zone. Any delay will endanger the evacuation to Karahol. As Technad I have the right to speak with the Admiral at any time."

The officer's face showed he was thinking hard. He had apparently received express orders from Targant not to disturb him during the battle. But he knew Paronn, his reputation and his achievements. As Technad he stood far above him in the hierarchy. As the leading scientist of Tanta III, specializing in stellar and neutrino research, he had optimized the transmission performance of the star teleporter and so enabled additional hundreds of thousands if not millions of Lemurians to escape to Karahol. One did not contradict a man like Paronn.

"I'm waiting," Paronn added threateningly, "but not for much longer."

The officer swallowed. "One moment, Technad," he said.

He disappeared from the vidscreen and was replaced by the Fleet Command logo, two crossed galaxies on a black field. Paronn waited impatiently. Finally the logo disappeared, giving way to Admiral Targant's rugged face. His expression under the short-cropped hair showed irritation and annoyance.

"What's so important that you had to bother me in the middle of a battle?" he demanded curtly. "I just read the memo from Commander Bardon," Paronn said.

Targant looked at him in incomprehension. Apparently he was not familiar with the memo. Apparently he didn't even remember Bardon now.

"The commander of the IBODAN," Paronn explained impatiently. "He fell into a Beast trap in the 64th Tamanium and ... "

"I know," the Admiral interrupted brusquely. "The madman with the time machine." He laughed without humor. "That's why you're wasting my time? Because of a dubious memo from a man chasing after a delusion?"

"Tam Councilor Merlan of Lemur does not consider the time machine a delusion," Paronn said with forced calmness. "Nor does Ruun Lasoth, the Chief Scientist of the First Tamanium. And I, Admiral, am also convinced that it exists."

The Admiral opened his mouth but said nothing and instead merely stared at the Technad in disbelief.

"The data that Commander Bardon gathered about the Suen Project's secret time research leads to only one conclusion," Paronn continued fervently. "On a remote world in the 87th Tamanium there is a functional time machine that we can use to influence the course of history retroactively. We can travel back into the past and destroy the Black Beasts once and for all before they unleash the war against the Great Tamanium, Admiral."

Conflicting feelings flitted across the Admiral's face. Disbelief, skepticism ... and something like hope. "That's impossible!" he finally burst out.

Paronn shook his head. "Time travel is possible," he contradicted him calmly but with a penetrating voice. "Modern temporal physics has proved it in theory. We just didn't know that under Tam Councilor Markam's leadership the Suen Project had already put it into practice." He took a deep breath, then went on, giving his voice emphasis. "Think about it, Admiral. Think about the possibilities that a time machine offers us—fundamentally changing the course of historical events! The war will not have happened. We can prevent it, we can cut the threat of the Beasts off at the roots. The Great Tamanium will exist again, more glorious and powerful than we can imagine. All the dead of this war will have never died."

The Admiral looked at him silently, still skeptical but already half convinced because he wanted to believe him. Suddenly Paronn remembered that Targant's son had died in battle against the Beast some years before.

"Your son will live again," he added temptingly. "Don't you understand? We can make his death never happen!"

"But this is ... " Targant struggled for the right words. " ... so fantastic, so unreal ... "

"Interventions in time are fantastic," Paronn agreed, "but they are not unreal. They might appear to us that way because we consider the stream of time as linear, unchangeable, unbendable. But time is not linear and not forever ordained. We can turn it back, ensure that it takes a different path. Small changes in the past are enough to give the present a completely new form."

"Do you really think time travel is possible?" Targant asked hoarsely.

In that moment Paronn knew he had won. He leaned back, crossed his arms over his chest, and declared in a firm voice, free of any doubt, "I will change the course of history, Admiral. I will destroy the Beasts before they can destroy the Great Tamanium. Nothing and no one will stop me."

The Admiral exhaled audibly. Paronn saw in his eyes that he had made a decision. "What do you need?" Targant asked.

"Commander Bardon and the IBODAN," Paronn replied. "And a small squadron of combat-worthy ships. Twenty units should be enough."

"Twenty ships ... in our present situation," Targant murmured skeptically. "While the battle is raging ... "

"This situation is only one possibility in the overall pattern of time, and I will change that pattern," the Technad said softly. "I will make sure that there is never a battle at Tanta III."

Targant gave a start. "Very well," he said, nodding. "Very well. You'll get your ships. I'll withdraw them from the front immediately and post them in orbit."

"Excellent!" Paronn exclaimed. He could hardly contain his excitement. "And I must speak with Commander Bardon at once. I'll await the IBODAN at the central spaceport."

"I will give Bardon the appropriate orders," the Admiral promised. He hesitated for a moment, then took a deep breath. "This plan ... it still seems insane to me. It's so presumptuous! But considering our desperate situation, I don't have any choice but to trust you. I wish you luck in your mission, Technad. May the old gods be with you."

Paronn nodded slightly and broke the connection. His heart beat fast and loud in his chest. The depression of past months and years, the oppressive desperation in the face of the hopeless situation, the constant, gnawing fear of the Black Beasts ... it was all as though swept away.

Hope and new energy filled him, a fierce, grim determination and the certainty of knowing absolute triumph was possible.

He thought again of the Twelfth Hero and his prophetic words: You have been chosen to do things that no one has done before you, things that anyone else would consider impossible but not you.

I will not disappoint you, Vehraáto, he promised silently. I will do everything that must be done to carry out the mission, and I will be successful. The Beasts will not stop me. I will crush them and throw them on the trash heap of history.

He nodded as though to give emphasis to his thoughts.

Then he left the room and made his way to the central spaceport of Tanta III, to Commander Bardon of the IBODAN and the fulfillment of his destiny.


8

 

 

Icho Tolot froze as the detector built into his red battlesuit gave a warning buzz. A virtual depiction of his surroundings appeared on the inner surface of his helmet visor and showed that a flying object was swiftly approaching from the west. It was deep in the night, moonless but not dark, palely illuminated by the light of innumerable stars. The myriads of stars in the sky indicated that this nameless planet must circle its double sun in the vicinity of the galactic center ... assuming that he was still in the Milky Way. He couldn't help thinking of the time teleporter of Vario in Andromeda. Long ago it had transported the CREST III not only into the past but into the home galaxy as well ...

Concentrate on what is important, his overbrain admonished him sharply. Your pursuers are coming closer, and they will not hesitate to kill you.

Tolot made a rumbling sound and took a quick look around with his three super-sensitive eyes. He was in a long and narrow side valley of the mountain range in which the Lemurian time transmitter complex was hidden. On both sides rose steep, barren cliffs while in front of him, surrounded by strange-looking trees that resembled lattices of black, thorn-studded steel, the water of a mountain lake glistened in the starlight. It had a murky blue color that was possibly the result of algae or dissolved minerals.

The detector's buzzing grew louder and more penetrating. The computer in his suit projected a schematic depiction of the oncoming object on the helmet visor, along with the data that the integrated detection systems had collected. A glider, heavily armed, surrounded by an energy shield. According to the bioreadings, four people had to be on board.

The Lemurians were still searching for him.

Of course. He had not expected anything else.

The Halutian took off running, crashed through the undergrowth of the small grove, and disappeared with a leap in the water of the lake. He sank like a rock into the depths and, seconds later, felt muddy ground beneath his feet. With a touch of a button on the controls at his hip, he activated his suit's deflector function and hardened his body's molecular structure to reduce any telltale bioreadings.

Invisible and petrified to the solidity of a statue, he waited without moving, looking upwards through the murky water and to the stars sparkling beyond. It wasn't long before a shadow blocked the scattered, distorted starlight. The glider slowed down, then floated motionless over the lake.

It is possible they have discovered you, his overbrain stated with cold logic. In that case, you will have no choice but to destroy the glider and hope that the Lemurians have not already reported their discovery.

Tolot swore silently.

He could not argue with his overbrain's evaluation and conclusion, even though everything within him resisted the idea of killing the four Lemurians on board the glider. They were not his enemies. They erroneously considered him a Beast, that was all. Not only moral and ethical considerations spoke against a violent response, but also the danger of a time paradox with possibly catastrophic consequences. Perhaps these Lemurians were the ancestors of Tefrodians who would later be important in shaping the history of the Andromeda Galaxy. If he wiped out their lines of descent, it could have unforeseeable effects on the present of the year 1327 NGE.

That is only one possibility, his overbrain added with its own distinctive coolness. Another is that your intervention in the past has shaped the present as you know it. You cannot know that with any certainty. Your only option is to do what is necessary to protect your life. For if you were to die in the past, that really would have drastic effects on the present.

Tolot chose not to reply. His overbrain's arguments were sound, but they were not enough to allay his doubts.

Think of your first trip into the past with the CREST III, the overbrain urged. Nothing that Perry Rhodan or the rest of your companions did then affected the present in any way.

But is that really true? Tolot wondered. Perhaps there really had been changes, and they hadn't noticed them because their intervention in the structure of time had also wiped out any memory of the original reality.

That is conceivable, the overbrain agreed, but irrelevant as far as your actions are concerned. You must survive. Only that is important. Everything else is secondary.

The glider above him still did not move from its position. Icho Tolot was resigned to following the overbrain's advice and destroy the glider to save his life. He was about change his molecular structure back to normal and attack when the shadow overhead suddenly began to move. The virtual depiction of his surroundings projected on the inner surface of his helmet visor showed him the glider flying up along the mountain's northern cliff face and vanishing over the peak.

Tolot relaxed. What luck! he thought in relief.

This luck will not last, his overbrain warned. The Lemurians will not rest until they have tracked you down and killed you. You must find a way to leave this world or this time period at all costs.

If he had not been molecularly frozen, he would have laughed out loud in desperation. How could he leave this world? He didn't have a spaceship, and the way back to the time teleporter was blocked. He would cause a bloodbath if he fought his way through the laboratory complex, and he was not prepared to do that.

You cannot afford moral scruples in this situation, the overbrain informed him coldly.

Tolot waited until he was certain that the glider was not coming back. Then he freed himself from his molecular paralysis and swam to the shore of the lake. Trusting his battlesuit's reactivated deflector field and highly developed sensor-blocking systems, he ran along the embankment and then climbed the northern mountain slope. The rock shattered beneath his stamping tread. Gravel came loose and rattled down into the valley, but Tolot didn't slow down until he reached the mountaintop.

He paused and looked around. In the east shone the lights of the city that he had spotted when he first came out into the open, and to the west the peaks of the mountain range rose into the sky. The spaceship wreck at the foot of the mountain slope still burned. Thick, oily clouds of smoke billowed upwards and blocked the starlight.

He looked back at the city.

Perhaps there he would find answers to the questions that were driving him onwards, or a way to escape.

The Lemurians will guard their city closely as long as there is a Beast on this world, his overbrain told him.

But he couldn't hide forever. Doing nothing gnawed at his nerves. Again he wondered what his other, future self had done in this situation, and even if he had been in this situation at all. Was he following, without knowing it, a predetermined pattern in time? Was he doing what he had already done, or did he have something like free will?

You are only paralyzing yourself with such considerations, the overbrain immediately admonished him. Act as you must act. You have no other option.

On the southern horizon, a point of light raced along the sky, another glider in search of the escaped Beast. Tolot waited until it had disappeared, then climbed down the mountain towards the city of bright lights in the night. Now and then his detector sounded an alarm when a glider or a search party came close. Then he would find cover in a cave, under an overhanging rock, or in deep crevices.

He was not discovered.

The deflector screen and the sensor-blocking systems successfully protected him from the Lemurians' detection devices.

At length he reached the crest of a hill, from which he could look out over the city at the end of the long, narrow valley. His helmet visor's telescope function showed him buildings that seemed partly inhabited, and partly ruined and crumbling. In some places tents had been set up in which other refugees, like those he had encountered in the time teleporter complex, were camping. Beyond the city lay a small spaceport where he saw two spherical spaceships. One stood skewed on crumpled landing legs with gaping, blackened holes in its hull, undoubtedly the results of massive weapons fire. The other was intact and surrounded by vehicles that were being unloaded by dozens of Lemurians. They hauled crates and containers into the ship, apparently food and other supply items.

Tolot suspected that the refugees had landed on this planet in these two ships and in the wreck he discovered earlier. Without a doubt they had come across the Beasts and escaped after a battle. He wondered how many other ships had belonged to that group. How many had been destroyed by the Beasts. He looked back at the intact starship. It was too large to be flown by just one pilot, but it should have smaller, auxiliary craft on board. Perhaps he might be able to slip unnoticed on board, steal one of the small auxiliary scoutcraft, and escape from this planet.

But then what?

Where should he go?

He was a castaway in this era, without friends and allies. There was no place that promised safety. And he still didn't know how he would fulfill his destiny. How was he to find his way on board the star ark LEMCHA OVIR so he could go along on its dilation flight and finally, in the present of the year 1327 NGE, crash-land on the planet Ichest ... ?

Your best option is still the time teleporter, his overbrain spoke up. You should forget your ethical misgivings and return to the teleporter complex. Eliminate the guards and take control of the time teleporter for yourself.

Tolot pressed his lips together. That is not an option under any circumstances, he thought indignantly. I refuse to be a mass murderer!

The overbrain didn't reply. He looked towards the intact starship again, half-deciding to carry out his original plan and hijack one of the auxiliary craft. It was perfectly possible that during his escape into space he might come across the star arks and thereby fulfill his destiny. The more he thought about it, the more tempting that plan of action seemed.

A sudden rumbling in the sky made him give a start.

He looked up. High in the north, a circular shadow blocked the light of the sea of stars. Another refugee ship? The shadow came closer and grew larger, and the telescopic function of Tolot's helmet visor showed him a black sphere one-hundred meters in diameter with a flattened top and bottom and engines centrally located in the lower polar area.

It was not a Lemurian construction.

Instead, it was a Beast cruiser.

It must have followed the trail of the refugee ships.

Tolot didn't move as the black globe sped closer and fired thermobeams as hot as any sun at the half-wrecked refugee ship. Explosions shook the spaceport, their shockwaves hurling the Lemurian workers and supply vehicles through the air. Flames blazed up into the night and lit everything with a weird glow.

The Beast ship slowed and came to a stop over the city. From the mountains approached the gliders of the Lemurian search team and attacked the Beast ship with the courage of desperation. The energy fingers of their beam cannons dispersed harmlessly against the Beast ship's shield, and several targeted impulse shots swept the gliders from the sky. Their debris flew like meteors through the darkness, leaving fiery trails behind them.

Then an illuminated square appeared in the Beast ship's black hull. A hatch opened and several dark spots leaped out into the night and floated down to the city.

Landing troops.

Tolot felt his insides cramping. He knew only too well the savagery and cruelty of his ancestors. Their lust for battle, their unrestrained brutality, and their perverse joy in bloodshed. They would have been able to obliterate the city with a few salvos of their ship's weaponry, but they preferred direct, face-to-face combat, the pursuit of helpless refugees, the bloody, merciless hunt. They would enjoy the massacre they wrought, and not rest until the last Lemurian on this world was dead.

He thought of the time teleporter complex deep inside the mountain. If the time machine fell into the Beasts' hands ...

They would not hesitate to use it, he heard the thought impulses from his overbrain say, as though from far away. They will have no moral scruples against triggering a time paradox.

A paradox that could shake the present of the year 1327 to its foundations.

The first Beasts had landed in the city. Bolts of energy shot through the dark streets. Men, women, and children fled from the four-armed monsters who had come to annihilate all human life on this planet.

You must act, the overbrain urged him. If necessary, you must not be afraid to destroy the time teleporter. The Beasts must not, under any circumstances be allowed to take control of it!

High in the sky, more black objects blocked the starlight. Still more Beast ships.

Go back to the time teleporter complex and destroy the machine! the overbrain demanded. You know you have no other choice.

Tolot looked out at the city. Only a handful of Beasts had landed, but despite their numerical superiority, the Lemurians had no chance against them. All would die—men, women, and children.

These Lemurians have been dead for more than 50,000 years, his overbrain told him. Impatience showed in its thought impulses. You cannot help them.

But he couldn't leave the defenseless refugees to their fate. The Beasts didn't seem to be aware of the hidden time teleporter complex, or it would have been their primary target. They had come to slaughter the inhabitants of this world, nothing else. And even though the overbrain was correct and these Lemurians had been dead for 50,000 years from his temporal viewpoint, he could not stand by and do nothing while they were butchered.

Tolot thought of his other, future self, who had already experienced this adventure, this fantastic journey through time, . He wondered once more how the other Tolot had acted in this situation. He could not imagine that he had remained passive in the face of this bloodbath. He must have helped the Lemurians, and perhaps that was the first step on the way that ultimately led him to the star ark ...

He needed friends on this world, allies. The Lemurians were the logical allies. He could not stand aside and watch as they were cut down in spite of all the reservations he had in regard to a time paradox.

Do not do it! his overbrain urged, breaking into his thoughts. You do not have a chance. The Beasts' superior advantage is too great. Concentrate on destroying the time teleporter!

But Icho Tolot had already made his decision.

With a rumbling growl, he stormed towards the city and towards the slaughter that the Beasts were wreaking. He was determined to put an end to the mass murder, a four-armed giant that at this moment seemed as savage and menacing as his bloodthirsty ancestors.
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"Approaching termination of semispace phase," First Officer Palanker announced from his control console diagonally behind Thore Bardon's command chair. "Re-entry into normal space in ten minutes."

"Understood," Bardon said, his voice raw. His face remained unmoving, but inwardly he was in turmoil. The goal was almost close enough to touch: Torbutan and the time teleporter that waited for them there ... if they were lucky.

Except for the vibrating drone of the operating semispace engines, it was quiet in the control center. No one said a word. Everyone was lost in their thoughts, and their thoughts ran along the same path.

We will go through the gate of time, Bardon told himself feverishly, back into the past in order to reshape the present and give the Lemurians a future. We will strike the Beasts at a time when they least expect it, and Jercy ... Aból, Dhoma, and Chemee ... they will live again.

He felt tears filling his eyes, and he surreptitiously wiped them away.

For all that, we have only Levian Paronn to thank, he added in his mind. Without the Technad, the mission would have failed.

The scientist, who had become famous for stellar and neutrino research and as Technical Administrator had optimized the transport capacity of the Hexagonal Star Teleporter, was a far-sighted man. He had not only immediately recognized the possibility offered by a functional time machine, but had also been able to convince an obstinate and narrow-minded military man like Admiral Targant of the mission's importance. Although the battle around Tanta III was still raging, although the Beasts had attacked the star teleporter's central control world in wave after wave, the admiral had made a squadron of twenty heavy cruisers available. More than Thore Bardon had hoped for in his wildest dreams.

They had been able to take the faithful, half-wrecked IBODAN to a spacedock for a general overhaul. They were now on board the KOLOSCH, a faster, more heavily armed heavy cruiser that had just recently left the great starship works of Lhordavan. It was the most modern ship of its class.

Almost tenderly, Thore Bardon stroked the wide armrest of his command chair. If they'd only had ships like the KOLOSCH earlier ... ninety-seven years earlier, at the beginning of the war ... then the battles would have taken a different turn. The Lemurians would have smashed the Beasts' fleets.

We will do it! Bardon thought. A shudder of excitement ran down his back. We will travel into the past and give our ancestors the blueprints for KOLOSCH and GOLKARTHE-class ships along with the construction data for the Resonance Beamer, as Levian Paronn said. Armed with these technological advances, the realm will be invincible when the Beasts attack Apsuhol. Our utter defeat will become total victory.

All that, of course, only if the time machine actually existed.

His hand trembled slightly with anticipation as he raised it and activated his com-wristband. "This is Commander Bardon. Semispace phase will be ending shortly, Technad Paronn."

A crackling sounded, followed by Paronn's calm, sonorous voice. "We'll come on the bridge at once, Commander."

Bardon leaned back in his chair and looked at the main vidscreen, on which the red streaks of the intermediate dimension billowed. The hyperdetection echoes of the squadron's other nineteen ships showed as dark, coin-sized discs against the seething redness.

"Re-entry into normal space in eight minutes," Palanker announced in the expressionless voice that was typical for him.

The tension in the control center increased perceptibly. No one knew what awaited them on Torbutan. Was the Suen Project's secret research base still in operation? Would they perhaps even encounter Tam Councilor Markam and the missing and presumed dead scientists of the time research project? Or would they find only ruins like on Zalmut and the other planets on which the Suen Project had maintained research laboratories?

Bardon thought of the Beasts and a hard knot formed in his stomach.

Take it easy, he silently admonished himself. You have twenty powerful, battle-ready ships with you. A few Beast units won't be any threat.

But what if they were confronted by an entire enemy fleet ... ?

The hissing of the main door sliding open tore him from his thoughts. He raised his head and saw Levian Paronn enter the control center, followed by Ruun Lasoth and Merhon Velsath, Paronn's scientific assistants.

Paronn was a tall, slender man with thick, black hair that had been combed back so that it fell to his shoulders. His eyes were stone-gray and overhung by bushy brows. He wore a simple, earth-colored shirt under a pocket-studded jacket that reached to his waist, loose trousers that narrowed at the calves, shoes that reached above his ankles, and a wide, multi-purpose belt with a microcomputer and other electronic devices. Beneath his shirt showed an egg-shaped bulge, and the chain around his neck indicated he must be wearing either an ornamental pendant or a medallion.

The medallion was the only concession to vanity. Otherwise Paronn seemed like the pragmatic, logically thinking scientist that he was.

Bardon's gaze wandered to Velsath, and as with his first meeting of the gaunt, strangely emaciated looking man, he found himself flinching inwardly. It was not just due to Velsath's burning eyes, even though they were his most unsettling feature, or the wrinkled, constantly harassed face under the flowing, shoulder-length shock of gray hair. It was more the aura that surrounded him. The aura of silent, desperate agony and deep conflict.

But who is surprised by it? Bardon thought. After all, Velsath was a prisoner of the Beasts. Only the old gods know what they did to him before he was able to escape by a miracle ...

"Commander," Paronn said, greeting him with a slight nod as he stepped closer to Bardon's console. "Don't let our presence disturb you. I will only intervene if the situation requires it."

"Of course, Technad," Bardon replied. He cleared his throat. "Helot?"

The weapons officer answered at once. "All weapons systems loaded and ready to fire."

"Very good. Palanker?"

"Semispace energy storage banks charged at one-hundred percent," the First Officer declared. "The shield will be re-formed immediately upon re-entry into normal space."

Bardon relaxed a little. He knew that the other ships in the squadron were also combat-ready. Whatever might await them in the Torbu System, they were as prepared as possible.

"Palanker, begin surveying the stellar vicinity immediately upon re-entry," he ordered the First Officer. "I don't want to run into any surprises."

"Understood, Commander."

"Shadne," Bardon said, turning to the communications officer, "try to make contact with the research station. First use the Suen Project's secret frequency, then the Fleet's encrypted frequencies, and finally open channels. If anyone is alive on Torbutan, I want to be informed at once."

"Very well, Commander," the communications officer replied.

The seconds ticked by.

"Re-entry in five minutes," Palanker said.

Bardon pressed a button on his console. The alert signal howled through the ship and called the crew to their battle stations. From the loudspeaker came the readiness reports from the various sections. Green diodes showed the smooth operation of all systems. The commanding officers and the crew were prepared for battle.

From the corner of his eye, Bardon looked again at Levian Paronn. He stood motionless, frozen into a statue, outwardly calm and imperturbable, but with a fire in his gray eyes that Thore Bardon knew only too well.

He saw that fire burning in his own eyes when he stepped in front of the mirror and thought of his loved ones and the time machine that he hoped to use to bring them back to life. He and Paronn were kindred spirits. They were dedicated solely to the mission, ready to risk everything for success, including their own lives and the lives of those for whom they were responsible. They would not fail. They must not fail. Too much depended on them.

"Re-entry in two minutes," Palanker announced.

The knot in Bardon's stomach hardened, but Levian Paronn still didn't show any signs of movement. Ruun Lasoth nervously scraped his feet and Merhon Velsath coughed, as though an invisible noose was being tightened around his neck.

We're coming, Torbutan! Bardon thought. His breath came faster. May the old gods be with us!

"Re-entry in one minute." The First Officer spoke the words like a mantra, and the lack of expression in his voice had given way to an undertone of tension.

Involuntarily, Bardon clutched the armrests of his command chair so that his fingers pressed deep into the plastic padding. The red streaks of the intermediate dimension still swirled on the main vidscreen, but they gradually faded away as the semispace engines diminished their energy level and initiated the return into normal space. They would rematerialize within the system between the nameless first planet and Torbutan, satellite number two of the double star Torbu-One and Torbu-Two, just above the ecliptic.

"Re-entry in thirty seconds."

Tension grew to an unbearable level. It hung palpably in the control center like a dark, heavy cloud that lay heavily on the souls of the men and women there. Only Levian Paronn remained unmoved by it. With unshakable calmness he waited at Bardon's side, and to his amazement the commander realized that a smile was playing at Paronn's lips.

A smile that expressed certainty of triumph. Confidence free of any doubt. As though he knew more than the others, as though he had secret information that guaranteed their mission would be crowned with success.

"Re-entry in ten seconds."

Bardon swallowed. His mouth was suddenly dry. His heart hammered. He thought again of Jercy and the children, of the terrible, ghastly, unbearable emptiness that their deaths had left behind in his life. Of the long way he had traveled, the efforts he had made, the dangers he had overcome. In a few seconds it would be clear whether the mission had been worth all the sacrifices.

Again Palanker's voice cut through the silence on the bridge. "Initiating re-entry ... now!"

The image on the main monitor abruptly changed. The red streaks of the intermediate dimension gave way to the velvet blackness of space and the glistening of myriads of stars in the Galactic core. In the upper right corner of the vidscreen, the size of a fingernail, shone the yellow sun Torbu and its companion star, a white dwarf. Some distance away could be seen Torbutan, a small, rust-red disc in the blackness of the cosmos. In the center of the monitor were the points of light representing the nineteen detection echoes of the squadron that had returned to normal space at the same time as the KOLOSCH.

A red veil seemed to lie across space as the protective semispace field automatically formed around the KOLOSCH.

"Detector scan running ... " Palanker reported. He gasped audibly. "Detection! Three objects in orbit around Torbutan, another in the planet's atmosphere ... Identification running ... Objects identified ... " He exhaled with a hiss. "By Lahmu, they're Beast ships! One-hundred meter diameter light cruisers."

Beasts!

Their worst fears had been realized. The Beasts had discovered the secret time research station!

Bardon suppressed a curse and struck a sensor field on his console with his fist. The battle alarm shrilled through the KOLOSCH, harsh and loud, a fanfare of death.

"There are only four cruisers," he heard Paronn say reassuringly. "We'll take care of them."

Bardon stared at him. Only four cruisers? Apparently the Technad had never experienced a battle with the Beasts before. The 100-meter ships might be small, but their destructive potential was enormous. Their paratron shields could be overcome only with extended, massive counterpole fire ... At great sacrifice, Bardon thought. Ships would explode, many men and women would die ... And the base on Torbutan, the time machine ... both could have already been destroyed.

Palanker's next words seemed to confirm his dark presentiment. "Commander, I'm receiving strong energy readings from the surface. There's a battle raging with energy weapons down there ... and the detectors are picking up extreme Teta-type radiation from the northern continent."

Bardon whirled his head around and looked at Palanker. His First Officer had gone pale.

"An atom fire has broken out on Torbutan," Palanker added lowly. "The Beasts must have dropped an Armageddon Bomb."

Bardon looked back at the main monitor, at the rust-red disc of Torbutan. An atom fire ... like on Gunrar II. A nuclear fire that would devour the planet's crust and turn it into a seething inferno.

"No response on the secret Suen frequency," Shane shouted above the howling of the battle alarm. "I'm now trying the Fleet frequency."

Bardon suddenly felt Levian Paronn's hand on his shoulder. He raised his head and looked into the Technad's gray eyes. He stared into the fire that burned there, inextinguishable like the atom fire on the planet of the Suen Project's secret base.

"We have to lure the Beast ships away from Torbutan," Paronn insisted. "As long as they're in orbit, we won't have a chance to search for the time machine."

"Understood, Technad." Bardon activated the encrypted battle frequency, and passed the order on to the other ships' subcommanders. He watched as the nineteen units broke away and with flaming impulse engines headed for Torbutan, in whose orbit the Beasts' ships circled.

"No answer on the Fleet frequency," the communications specialist said. She sounded depressed and discouraged.

Coldness ate its way into Bardon's limbs, icy horror, deepest despair. We've come too late, he thought. All is lost ...

Paronn gripped his shoulder reassuringly, as though he had read the commander's thoughts. "It'll be over only when it's over," the Technad said grimly. The fire in his eyes seemed to blaze more brightly than ever before. "We must not give up."

"Commander," Palanker called. "The three Beast ships are leaving and setting their course for the squadron. The fourth Beast ship is just emerging from the atmosphere and following the other units."

"Very good," Paronn murmured. "We'll wait until they're at a safe distance from Torbutan, then go into orbit around the planet. Have a landing party standing ready, Commander. I'll need all available auxiliary craft on board the ship for the operation."

"Understood, Technad," Bardon confirmed and activated the intercom to pass the order on to the crew.

Paronn turned on his heel and left the bridge with Ruun Lasoth and Merhon Velsath, heading for the scoutcraft hangar.

Bardon heard the voice of the communications specialist say, "No answer on the open channels."

"Keep trying," he ordered hoarsely, keeping his eyes on the main vidscreen. The detection echoes showing the Beast ships and the Lemurian squadron moved inexorably towards each other.

Moments later, the first artificial sun flared up as the Lemurian squadron opened fire from all counterpole cannons. The fusion inferno seemed to set all of interplanetary space ablaze while the atom fire raged on Torbutan and threatened to destroy all their hopes.

The decisive battle for the time machine had begun.
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As soon as he reached the edge of the city, Icho Tolot found himself confronted with a vision of horror. On the streets and footpaths lay dead Lemurians. Their limbs were twisted, their unseeing eyes still wide-open with terror, shot with beam weapons or struck down by the Beasts with bare hands. The invaders' interval and impulse fire had punched large holes in the buildings. Melted structural material had formed teardrop blobs of plasteel that stuck to the walls when they hardened. Splinters of glass littered the ground.

Screams echoed in the distance. Smoke rose into the sky and covered the starlight like a wall. From above came a deafening roar, accompanied by flickering brightness.

Tolot lifted his head and saw the Beast ship that had been hovering over the city take off with flaming engines. It shot steeply upwards and shrank to a shining point between the sparkling pinheads of the stars. He was relieved but puzzled as well. He had expected that the ship would provide covering fire for the Beasts on the ground. Either they were convinced of their landing party's superiority or the ship was needed somewhere else, where resistance was stronger.

He looked to the west, to the dark mountain that rose over the other peaks like an inverted V and in which the time machine complex was hidden. There everything was dark, quiet, deceptively peaceful. Nothing indicated that the Beasts had discovered the subterranean base and were attacking it.

Perhaps the ship left because Lemurian units are approaching the planet, the overbrain speculated hopefully. It is unlikely that the Lemurians would leave such an important establishment as the time machine complex unprotected.

Tolot was not convinced of that. There seemed to be no defensive positions around the city or the camouflaged base. No ground fortresses, or they would have long since opened fire on the Beasts. That the Lemurians had attacked the black spherical ship in a bold, suicidal maneuver with gliders hinted strongly that they had no other means available.

That is also possible, the overbrain conceded, unmoved. But you have seen only a small portion of this planet. Perhaps the resistance is gathering in another area, on another continent.

The Halutian ran onwards, his beamer in his hand and fire-ready. His red battlesuit's deflector field was still activated and made him invisible. He would soon have to abandon this relative protection if he wanted to carry out his plan and win the Lemurians as allies.

But what about your reservations? asked the overbrain critically. What about your fear of a time paradox and the effects of your actions on the present of the year 1327 NGE?

He had not forgotten those reservations, but had merely pushed them aside. They murmured at the back of his mind, weakening his determination, but he didn't give in to them. He had to intervene whether he wanted to or not. He could not allow the Beasts to wipe out an entire city even though, from his viewpoint in time, its inhabitants had already been dead for more than 50,000 years. And as the overbrain itself had said, it was perfectly possible that it had actually been his intervention in the past that had shaped the present the way he knew it.

That was only speculation, the overbrain objected. No one can know for sure what consequences your actions will have.

Tolot ignored the overbrain's thoughts and continued running. He turned a corner and saw a wide boulevard in front of him. Here, too, he saw corpses on the ground, either shot down by beam fire or horribly mangled in hand-to-hand combat. The wrecks of gliders burned and lit up the night in a spectral fashion. The flames had spread to some buildings and licked the low-hanging clouds in the sky with orange tongues. The entire city would probably burn to the ground if the fire was not put out soon.

Before him, at the end of the street, impulse beams flashed through the darkness. Rumbling laugher reached his ears. It was the laughter of a Beast in a killing frenzy, who knew that the enemy's weapons couldn't do anything to him.

Tolot increased his pace.

A dozen or more armed Lemurians had taken cover in the ruins of a building that had been hit by a piece of debris from the exploding refugee ship. They crouched behind soot-covered chunks of the walls or bent steel columns, and shot at a gigantic, black figure with four arms stamping towards them. The impulse beams dispersed without any effect on the Beast's darkly flickering energy shield. Nevertheless, the Lemurians continued to shoot without stopping, as though hoping to overload the force field with concentrated continuous fire. The Beast laughed again, loudly and mockingly, suddenly lifted a heavy interval gun, and returned fire.

A wall section behind which two Lemurians were hiding was pulverized outright by the interval beam's five-dimensional impact front, blasting it into a rapidly expanding cloud of dust. As the dust dissipated and was carried away by a sluggish night breeze, two more corpses lay on the ground.

Tolot didn't hesitate any longer.

He deactivated the deflector field, switched on his energy shield, shoved his beamer in its holster, and ran towards the Beast. It did not see him coming, concentrating as it was on the Lemurians who were putting up a desperate resistance and still had no chance against the four-armed giant. As he ran, Tolot once more hardened his molecular structure until it had the density of solid steel.

Suddenly he felt a wild, feverish joy, an archaic exhilaration, a pure lust for battle. It was as though all the violence and murder had awakened a dark side within him that had always been there and had only been sleeping.

You must be careful, the overbrain said, cutting through the upwelling of atavistic feeling. If you slip into an Urge Purge phase, you could become a danger to the Lemurians yourself.

In the next moment he slammed into the continuously firing Beast from behind. The two energy shields touched. A storm of lightning flared up in the night. The overloaded fields collapsed in a rain of sparks and Tolot's molecularly hardened body struck the completely unprepared Beast. The interval gun was knocked out of its powerful hands, disappearing among the piles of debris. The Beast hurtled through the air, somersaulted, and was stopped by a building wall that shuddered from the force of the impact and grindingly gave way.

The Beast screamed in rage and got back on its feet. It whirled around wildly, looking for the opponent that had suddenly appeared out of nowhere, and saw Tolot. Surprise shone in the Beast's red eyes. Utterly astonished, it stared at the Halutian. At the periphery of his vision, Tolot saw that the Lemurians had ceased fire from their positions behind the heaps of rubble. They seemed just as surprised by the unexpected turn of events as the four-armed monster.

"I don't know you," the Beast growled. "Who are you?"

"Death," Tolot thundered.

The Beast narrowed its eyes and threw itself to one side, where its interval gun lay between chunks of the wall. Tolot tore his beamer out of its holster and fired. The impulse beam struck the Beast's left thigh, burning through the black protective suit, and boring a hole in the flesh. A fraction of a second later, it reacted and hardened its molecular structure so the beam no longer had any effect.

Limping slightly, the Beast sprang back to its feet and went on the counterattack. The muscles of its pillar-like legs tensed and catapulted the massive body through the air. With a press of his finger, Tolot switched his beamer from impulse to interval fire, and the interval beam struck the Beast in the middle of its leap.

It was as though it slammed into a wall.

The interval beam slashed and shredded the Beast's protective suit, but its molecularly hardened body structure stood up to the devastating energy discharge. The Beast fell to the ground as the five-dimensional impact front again hammered against its body. It crawled with jerking movements to its own weapon lying in the dust, roaring with anger and confusion.

The Lemurians saw their chance and concentrated their impulse fire on the Beast. Energy beams danced along its massive body and burned blistering furrows in its hardened flesh, but these injuries were only superficial and not fatal. The Beast crawled unhindered onwards and extended one of its huge hands towards its gun.

Tolot wrenched his beamer around and fired at the interval gun. It exploded in a thundering, lividly bright detonation. The Beast was caught by the shockwave and thrown several meters against a burned-out glider wreck. It continued to roar in helpless rage and flinched under the unceasing impulse fire that struck it. But not even the concentrated fire from half a dozen weapons was enough to kill it.

Bellowing, it got back on its feet and stormed towards Tolot.

The Halutian pressed his lips together and squeezed the trigger of his gun. The interval beam slammed the Beast backwards against a jagged piece of a wall, which splintered under the force of the impact. Its roaring grew lower as the Lemurians' impulse fire continued to scorch away at its molecularly hardened flesh and drilled ever deeper holes in its tissue. Its three red eyes glared at Tolot. All-consuming hatred burned in them. In one last burst of strength it rose up and threatened him with a balled fist.

"Traitor!" it gasped. "How dare you oppose your own people?"

"I have nothing in common with you and your kind," Tolot rumbled.

He fired again, and this time the hardened bodily structure could no longer stand up to the interval beam. The Beast's upper body burst apart into a thousand pieces like a brittle porcelain vase . The hardened chunks fell rattling and clattering to the ground.

Tolot lowered his beamer and breathed deeply. He smelled the smoke that hung in the air, burned flesh, and the sweetness of spilled blood. After a last look at the remains of the dead Beast, he turned back to the Lemurians, who were still taking cover in the ruins of the destroyed building.

"I come in peace," he called loudly in Lemurian, his voice echoing a long way. "I am not like the Beasts. I am a friend."

For a moment, everything remained still, and nothing moved. Tolot wondered what was going through the Lemurians' minds. A Beast that opposed another Beast ... it was no surprise that they were confused. Something like this had never happened in the entire long history of the Lemurian-Halutian War. He waited impatiently and heard desperate screams in the distance, small explosions, and the rumbling laughter of another Beast.

"I come in peace," he called again. "I am here to help you!"

The answer consisted of an impulse beam that burned right by his right ear. Muttering a curse, he reactivated his energy shield, turned, and ran in the direction from which the screams had come. If his words wouldn't convince the Lemurians, then his actions must.

You should not expect too much, the overbrain warned him. The Lemurians' trauma is too deep. They probably see in your inexplicable behavior merely a trick of the Beasts. A trap.

The overbrain was most likely correct. But he still wouldn't give up, and would continue trying. Perhaps he could convince them that he stood on their side if he eliminated all the Beasts that had landed in the city. When the battles were over, they might be more approachable.

That "might" is not sufficient in your situation, the overbrain replied. As before, I urge you to destroy the time teleporter so it does not fall into the Beasts' hands.

No, Tolot thought grimly back. Destroying the time teleporter can only be the last resort. As long as the Beasts have not discovered it, there is no reason for such a drastic measure.

The overbrain didn't answer, but he still sensed its skepticism. With a suppressed curse he concentrated again on his surroundings. He found himself on a street that connected two major thoroughfares with each other. The condition of the buildings that rose high over him on each side confirmed the conclusion he had already drawn from a distance—empty window openings, peeling plaster, cracks in the facades. No necessary repairs seemed to have been made here for a long time. No one lived in these buildings any more. The city was decaying. And the Beasts' attack was accelerating the process of destruction even more.

As Tolot reached the end of the street and turned onto the main avenue, he encountered a large group of Lemurians. From their appearance, they were refugees like those hiding in the time teleporter complex: emaciated, shabby-looking figures, many with bloody bandages. When they saw him, they froze where they stood and screamed in utter panic. Their shrieks echoed shrilly in his ears and made his heart ache. Some sank to their knees and raised their hands as though begging, while others fled seeking cover into the entrances of the run-down buildings on both sides of the street. Still others opened fire at him with their beam pistols as they retreated step by step, terror and deathly fear in their eyes.

The beams struck his energy shield without even making it flicker.

"I come in peace!" he called once more in Lemurian. "Do not be afraid. I am your friend."

The panicked cries of the Lemurians and the weapons fire continued. It was useless. He was not getting through to them.

At the end of the boulevard, a gigantic, four-armed figure appeared and raised an interval gun. The Beast shot at the Lemurians, whose shrieks increased as they realized they were in a trap, caught between two Beasts. A woman was struck by the interval beam and torn to shreds. The beam swept onwards and pounded jagged holes in a building facade.

Tolot charged.

As he ran he drew his beamer and shot at the Beast, switching rapidly back and forth between impulse and interval fire. He noted in satisfaction how the seething of the Beast's energy shield grew weaker under the beamfire. He kept firing as he raced towards the Beast. The ancient Halutian was so confused that it lowered its gun for a moment and merely stared at Tolot, as though it could not understand that it was being attacked by one of its own kind.

Then Tolot reached it.

Their shields touched, flickered brightly, licked all over by blinding energy discharges, and as before collapsed in a shower of sparks. The Beast recovered from its paralysis and aimed its interval gun at Tolot, but he swept the weapon out of its hand with a powerful blow from his right fist. At the same time, he solidified the tissue of his head to the consistency of steel and rammed his hemispherical skull into his enemy's chest.

The Beast was knocked backwards and fell on the ground. Tolot noticed that the armed Lemurians were approaching, determined to fight even though they had no chance against the four-armed giants. Once more he admired their courage, their heroic readiness to sacrifice themselves. Then he attacked the Beast, forced it to the ground with his entire weight, and pounded it with three hands while he used the fourth to press his beamer against its forehead.

The Beast roared. It glared at him, its eyes filled with hate, and bared its teeth which were those of a predatory animal. A shiver ran along its black, leathery skin and he knew that it was hardening its molecular structure.

He squeezed the trigger.

The interval beam smashed the Beast's skull before it could complete the molecular transformation. Its rage-filled cry broke off, its limbs went limp. One more enemy had been eliminated. Tolot freed himself from his dead opponent, appropriated its Interval beamer for himself, then stood up to his full height and turned to the Lemurians.

"I am a friend!" he exclaimed again in Lemurian. "Have no fear. I am on your side."

His thundering words made the Lemurians flinch. They looked at him with eyes wide with terror, as though paralyzed by confusion and fear. Then they whirled and fled down the street, their cries echoing in the night. Tolot swore in disappointment. Still, they had not attacked him. That was some small progress.

The trauma is too strong, the overbrain declared with its usual logic. You will not convince them. Leave the city and destroy the time teleporter before it is too late.

But to destroy the time teleporter, he had to abandon the Lemurians in the city to their fate. He would have to eliminate the underground complex's guards, which meant the deaths of many innocent beings. Moreover, he would wipe out any chance of returning to his present or reaching that time period in which Levian Paronn built the star arks. Either way, he didn't dare make any rash decisions. As yet, nothing indicated that the Beasts had discovered the time teleporter.

You are taking a very large risk, the overbrain warned.

Tolot laughed humorlessly as he ran on through the dark city towards the fires burning in the distance. This whole adventure is one big risk, he thought back. Just like life.

The overbrain refrained from replying and Tolot was grateful for the silence that ensued in his mind. A few moments later, he reached a large plaza in the center of the decayed city. The refugees had set up tents there, but they were torn down and shredded, and everywhere lay bodies with smashed and twisted limbs. Men, women, and children, slaughtered by the Beasts.

Tolot groaned. He felt deep shame. The Beasts were his ancestors, his own kind even though more than fifty millennia of development separated them. Without the Psychogenic Regenerator that the Lemurians had used in the end phase of the war to alter the Beasts' mentality and transform them into peaceful beings, he probably would have been just as cruel and brutal. A pathological murderer like his barbarian forefathers.

And that dark inheritance still lived within him.

During the Urge Purge phase that all Halutians experienced periodically over the course of their lives, that inheritance awoke and drove them away from Halute. They would journey out into the Galaxy in search of adventures and battles in which they could prove themselves ...

The overbrain spoke up again. Your feelings of guilt are uncalled for. The Halutians can look back on 50,000 years of peace and rationality. The Urge Purge phase is not at all comparable with the rampaging of the Beasts.

But he felt guilty nonetheless. Responsible for the slaughter that his savage ancestors had caused. Filled with grim anger, he sped onwards, crossed the plaza that had become the grave of so many innocent beings. He ran ever faster, a giant roaring through the night like a storm wind. The smell of smoke grew stronger. At length he reached the edge of the city and followed a road that led to the spaceport. Flames rose high in the black sky and sparks hung like a huge swarm of fireflies on the dark horizon. His highly sensitive ears perceived the muffled rumble of explosions, and his protective suit's detectors reported the intense energy signatures of beam weapons.

Halfway between the city and the spaceport he came upon a dome-shaped building with the characteristic antenna constructions of a radio transmitting station. Light streamed into the night from a small window. Tolot slowed his steps and approached the closed entrance while the explosions continued in the distance. With a powerful thrust of his right fist, he smashed the steel door out of its frame. It landed with a clatter on the plastic floor of a small entrance hall, but the noise was lost in the thunder of another explosion.

Tolot passed through an entrance hall and into a short corridor. At the end of it was a half-open sliding door. He heard voices and made an effort to walk with a less heavy tread. As softly as he could, he approached the door and looked through the opening.

It was a communications room with control panels and rows of monitors. Two Lemurians sat at the consoles, their backs to him and their eyes trained on a vidscreen where the face of a man with black, combed-back hair, gray eyes, and bushy brows appeared. Tolot gave a start. He felt he knew that face but couldn't place it.

" ... with four small craft on the way," the man on the monitor was saying. "We will intervene in the battles. Hold out!"

As Tolot was still trying to remember where he had seen that man before, one of the Lemurians turned his head and discovered him. Nameless horror distorted the man's face into a grimace. He gasped. The other man also whirled around and cried out when he saw the presumed Beast. A moment later, his companion joined in the panicked, terror-filled screaming.

"Do not be afraid," Tolot said. "I will not do anything to you."

The two men leaped up from their chairs and reached for their weapons.

"I am a friend!" Tolot exclaimed, filled with desperation and hopelessness. He didn't want to fight against these men. He had to find a way once and for all to communicate with the Lemurians. "The Beasts are also my enemies."

He took a step closer. The panic in the men's eyes changed into the gleam of insanity. One of them reached behind himself and pressed a button on the control console. Before Tolot could say anything more, before he could react and disarm the two Lemurians, they pointed their beamers at each other and fired. The stench of burnt flesh fouled the air. The men crumpled to the floor, dead.

Shaken, Tolot stared at the two corpses. The Lemurians had preferred to kill themselves rather than fall into the hands of what they thought was a Beast. How great their fear must have been ... ! He raised his head and for a moment the Halutian's eyes met those of the man on the vidscreen. Then the monitor went blank.

A red-glowing display flickered rhythmically on one of the control consoles. Tolot needed a moment to translate the Lemurian lettering. Then fear shot through him.

Self-destruction activated.

With a loud curse, he spun around and stormed through the door. A siren howled warningly and drove him to even greater speed. He passed through the corridor, reached the entrance hall, and leaped with a powerful spring through the exitway.

In the same moment, the communications station exploded.

He heard a colossal, ear-numbing blast, saw harsh, blinding brightness, and felt scorching heat. Then he was struck by the invisible fist of a shockwave and thrown through the air. Everything happened too fast for him to be able to change his molecular structure. The impact was so hard that he lost consciousness.

Darkness blotted out all thought.
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With howling turbojets, the egg-shaped scout craft plunged into the planet Torbutan's atmosphere. Accompanying it were three other small craft, each with a six-man crew on board. The heated, ionized air outside the protective energy field glowed like a beautiful aura. The roaring of the compressed gas masses picked up by the exterior microphones sounded like a hurricane in the cramped cabin of the KOLOSCH-I. Levian Paronn sat next to the pilot, who was concentrating completely on the atmospheric entry maneuver. He stared at the communications console monitor on which he had just been seen the Beast in the red battlesuit.

Beasts on Torbutan! he thought, depressed. The situation is worse than anticipated.

He felt Ruun Lasoth's tense breathing on his neck, and gave his assistant Merhon Velsath a sideways glance. The gaunt, emaciated man was bent over the com console and shouting something into the microphone, but his words were lost in the thunder of the compressed air.

At least we've been able to establish com contact, he told himself, as though to disperse the dark clouds of pessimism that lay heavily on his mind. We now know that there is in fact a Suen Project base hidden somewhere down there, secure from direct access by the merciless enemy.

But the Beasts were already searching for it.

And they still had no confirmation that there was a functioning time machine on Torbutan.

The Technad swore softly and looked through the cockpit's glassteel window. The horizon glowed like the seething surface of a sun, spotted with black clouds of ash. The atom fire continued to eat away without any let-up. If they wanted to find the time machine, they had to hurry.

The turbojets howled once more and braked the small craft. The roaring of the compressed air diminished, and the glow of the ionized gases darkened.

Paronn glanced at the detector display and saw with relief that the detection echoes of the Beast ships and the Lemurian squadron had moved away from Torbutan. The plan to lure the enemy away from this planet had worked. Did that mean the Beasts knew nothing of the time machine's existence? Or were they following the Lemurians because there was no time machine on Torbutan and so this world was worthless for them?

As he observed the display, two of the light points tagged with Lemurian ID-numbers went out. He gave an involuntary start. Two heavy cruisers destroyed, he thought in consternation. The price in blood ... Let's hope the mission is worth all the sacrifice ...

"Merhon Velsath speaking, scientific assistant to the Technad of Tanta III," he heard his assistant say above the roaring, howling din of the air masses. "Suen Project research station, please respond. We have come to support you against the Beasts."

Paronn waited in tense silence, but no answer came from the receiver, only loud static crackling caused by the mercilessly approaching atom fire. Velsath swore under his breath and looked at the Technad.

"Perhaps they aren't answering to avoid being discovered by the Beasts," he said hopefully.

Or because the Beasts have already destroyed the base, Paronn thought. The atom fire ... perhaps they dropped the Armageddon Bomb on the research complex ...

But he didn't express his thought out loud, not wanting to discourage Velsath. As a wise man had once said, hope is the last thing to die. And hope was all they had left at that moment.

"We'll reach the destination co-ordinates in five minutes," the pilot announced.

Paronn tensed and fiddled with the stiff collar of the gray protective suit that he wore like everyone else on board. Their destination was the city with the spaceport that they had seen from orbit. Perhaps there they would find answers to their urgent questions.

Once more he looked out through the glassteel of the cockpit canopy and saw the mountain range that spanned the western edge of the northern continent from coast to coast. Gray rock in the star-studded night, its peaks crowned by snowcaps, and at its feet lush vegetation that resembled a thick covering of soot in the darkness.

"Weapons systems loaded and ready to fire," said Donee, a beautiful black-haired female officer who sat next to Ruun Lasoth at the combat-control console. Her voice trembled as though she could hardly wait to employ her weapons against the Beasts. Paronn could understand her, but in this precarious situation they couldn't allow themselves any mistakes.

"Weapons deployment only on my express command," he warned the woman.

"Of course, Technad," she said, nodding.

The KOLOSCH-I raced onwards down towards the mountain range, towards the towering peaks, closely followed by the heavy cruiser's three other auxiliary craft. Soon Paronn could make out smoke against the background of the glowing-red horizon, rising in thick, black billows from one of the valleys. He felt his stomach cramp.

The city is burning! he suddenly realized. By the old gods, we've come too late ... !

"Still no com contact with the Suen base," Velsath reported. He sounded guilty, as though he was personally responsible for the time researchers' silence. "I'll keep trying."

Paronn nodded. He kept his eyes trained on the smoke clouds seething in the distance and felt the vibrations under his seat grow stronger as the turbojets fired again and slowed their plunging flight. The reliable operation of their craft reassured him a little.

But if they really had arrived too late ... if the time machine was destroyed, vaporized in the atom fire that the Beasts had ignited ...

It must not be! he thought with clenched teeth. It can't be! The Twelfth Hero gave me this mission personally, and the Hero knows the future. He never would have sent me on a hopeless mission!

"Detection!" Donee exclaimed. "The atom fire is causing interference in the detector systems, but there seems to be beam-weapon fire down below if the energy signatures being registered are correct. We'll have to be ready to fight."

The Technad activated his com-wristband. "Paronn speaking. It is anticipated that we will encounter Beast landing troops. All units prepare for battle. But only open fire when you have clear targets. We must not shoot at our own people." He terminated the connection and looked at Donee. "That applies to you as well."

The weapons officer nodded slightly and bent over her controls. Her fingers hovered just above the firing buttons for the on-board guns, but still no target had appeared on the battle monitor.

Again the turbojets howled and slowed the plunge of the egg-shaped landing craft. It raced horizontally onwards through the darkness, over jagged ridges of rock and snow-covered mountain peaks, towards the valley from which oily smoke rose into the night sky. In front of them, flames shot into the sky along the glowing horizon where the approaching atom fire raged.

Seconds later, Paronn saw a small spaceport nestled in a long, narrow valley and half enveloped in smoke. The wreck of a spacesphere was burning on the landing field. A second ship stood at an angle on crumpled landing struts and was also ablaze, surrounded by the wreckage of smashed cargo gliders. Large holes gaped in its metal hull.

Then Paronn spotted the Beast.

It ran zig-zagging among the debris, back and forth. It was firing from an interval gun at half a dozen Lemurian soldiers who had taken cover behind a wrecked glider and answered the enemy's shots with thermobeam fire. Not far from them, clearly visible in the firelight, several bodies lay. They were civilians to judge by their clothing, and other dead lay everywhere on the spaceport grounds.

When the Beast heard the roaring of the fast-approaching landing craft, it abruptly stopped and looked up at the sky.

For a moment, Paronn thought their eyes met, but that of course was an illusion. He thought of the other Beast, the one in the red battlesuit who had burst into the planetary communications station. They would take care of that one later. The important thing now was eliminating the enemy at the spaceport.

"Fire," he ordered calmly.

The weapons officer pressed the firing buttons on her control console. Two blazing hot impulse beams shot out of the ship's guns and struck the Beast's wavering protective force field. The characteristic cracks appeared that channeled the deadly energies into hyperspace.

A moment later, the Beast leaped to one side and ran towards the burning starship wreck to find cover. The small squadron's three other landing craft also opened fire. Before the Beast could find protection in the wreckage, it was caught by the impulse beams. The seething hyperspace channels diverted the energy of the crossfire, but the shield's reddish glowing was already darkening.

"Keep firing," Paronn said hoarsely.

The Beast could be seen only as a shadowy form in the harsh light of the impulse beams striking it. Even so, Paronn saw how it raised one of its four arms and aimed a bulky weapon at one of the landing craft.

Although the weapon's beam was invisible, the defensive force field surrounding the KOLOSCH-III suddenly lit up brightly, deformed as though from the blow of a gigantic fist. The pilot tore the craft to the side, and the Beast followed the new course with its interval beamer.

The protective field grew still brighter. The first structural cracks formed, into which the Beast weapon's interval beam forced its way and punched fist-sized holes in the super-hardened steel hull.

A small explosion tore the stern away.

The small craft went into a spin and then stabilized once more, but the interval beam hammered still more at the force shield and finally made it collapse.

The next shot smashed the glassteel canopy.

Paronn cried out in horror as he watched the egg-shaped craft plunge in a steep dive, crash into the spaceport ground, and vanish in a fiery explosion.

Six courageous men and women had fallen.

He was responsible for their deaths.

He pressed his lips together until they hurt, and concentrated once more on the Beast. It was still in the center of the concentrated impulse beams that followed it relentlessly as it continued to approach the wrecked starship. The reddish heaving of its paratron shield gradually gave way once more to the bluish glow. The black crack-like channels that diverted the impulse energies seemed to shrink with each passing second.

The Beast darted from side to side, escaping the impulse fire for a few seconds, and once more fired its interval gun at one of the landing craft.

"Evasive maneuvers!" Paronn found himself exclaiming, but of course the pilot of the KOLOSCH-II couldn't hear him.

The landing craft was knocked to one side by the five-dimensional impact front of the interval fire. It raced upwards on flaming turbojets, turned, and dove towards the Beast, firing its impulse guns non-stop.

The Beast aimed once more at the KOLOSCH-II and fired.

Its protective field flared up, distorted. The interval beam penetrated the cracks in the field that formed seconds later, and struck the craft's bow.

It vanished in a harshly brilliant explosion.

Horrified, Paronn closed his eyes.

When he opened them again, weapons officer Donee had caught the Beast with her impulse guns. The other remaining landing craft, the KOLOSCH-IV, was also firing all its guns at the four-armed monster.

The Beast had almost reached the starship wreck, but the impulse beams striking around it were melting the pavement. Its paratron shield was now flickering. It had lost almost all of its bluish glow and was now a red-shining bubble twisting and turning under the fire from searing hot energy beams.

It raised its gun again and took aim at the KOLOSCH-I.

Paronn caught his breath.

But before the Beast could fire once more, its force shield flared up one last time and then collapsed. It was exposed without protection to the burning energy beams. Within seconds, the impulse fire had turned it into ashes.

Levian Paronn exhaled with a hiss and wiped the sweat from his forehead. One enemy eliminated, he thought, but at what cost?

"The Suen station is still not responding," he heard Merhon Vesath say as though from far away.

"Keep trying," Paronn ordered, and Velsath bent obediently over the com console's microphone.

On the hyperdetector monitor, Paronn saw that the heavy cruisers had pulled back to the edge of the system and the Beast ships had followed them. Even so, he thought grimly, that's some small success. But his satisfaction gave way to sorrow and silent desperation when he noticed that three more detection echoes with Lemurian IDs had vanished. The enemy had already destroyed five heavy cruisers while the four Beast ships seemed to be still completely intact.

For the first time since leaving Tanta III to go on this fateful mission, doubts gnawed at him. The possibility of defeat appeared before him in terrifying clarity.

Could the Twelfth Hero have been mistaken? Would he fail and so deny the Lemurians their last hope? Was the fall of the Great Tamanium already determined after all?

Suddenly the plan of intervening in the past to change the present seemed completely insane and presumptuous to him. Hubris, nothing more, born out of desperation. Such an undertaking could only fail ...

Paronn mouthed a silent curse. He had to pull himself together. Failure couldn't even be considered. Vehraáto, the Twelfth Hero himself, had given him the task of changing the Lemurians' destiny. He heard Vehraáto's prophetic words just as clearly as on that night five years before on Lemur when the Twelfth Hero had appeared out of thin air. You have been chosen to do things that no one else has done before you, things that anyone else would consider impossible but not you.

Vehraáto had chosen him. He did not dare lose heart!

"Technad!"

Paronn turned his head and looked at Donee. The weapons officer pointed at her combat-control console.

"I'm picking up energy readings from a point east of the city," she said. "There was a powerful explosion there."

The Technad knit his brows. To the east lay the communications station with which they had been in contact on their landing approach. The contact had been broken off when the Beast in the red battlesuit had appeared on the monitor.

"Merhon?" he asked.

His assistant shook his head unhappily. "Still no contact with the Suen station," he replied.

Paronn considered quickly. Either the Suen Project's secret base had in fact been destroyed by the Beasts' Armageddon bomb, or it was silent in order not to draw the Beasts' attention to it. Either way—they had no choice but to eliminate all the Beasts on Torbutan before they could intensify their search for the base.

He cleared his throat. "Set course for the com station," he ordered. A grim smile played at the corner of his mouth. "Let's kill the Beast."

The pilot turned. Its turbojets flaming, the landing craft raced through the night, followed by the KOLOSCH-IV. The spaceport with the burning starship wreck disappeared behind them in the darkness that was bounded on the distant horizon by the red glare of the atom fire.
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Heavy pieces of debris weighed down on Icho Tolot as he came to. He smelled smoke and burnt plastic, hot metal and melted glassteel. His entire body hurt, and when he took a deep breath, the poisonous smoke entered his lungs and made him cough.

He immediately stopped breathing and pressed his lips together. If necessary, he could survive for five hours without taking in air.

The loud beeping of his suit's sensors attracted his attention. He reluctantly shook his head and opened his eyes. It took a few moments until the dancing red spots in front of his eyes disappeared and he could plainly make out the letters that appeared on the inner side of his helmet visor.

As he finally realized their ominous meaning, he groaned involuntarily.

The planet was doomed to destruction.

An atom fire had broken out and was eating its way unstoppably towards his location. At most he had twenty-four hours left until the nuclear fire reached and killed him.

The time teleporter is your only hope, his overbrain spoke up. You will not be able to convince the Lemurians of your peaceful intent. Their trauma is too great. All you can do is fight your way to the time teleporter and flee into the Lemurian past. To the era in which Levian Paronn built the star arks. That is the only way can you fulfill your preordained destiny and close the time loop.

The overbrain broke off and went silent, as though the expression of its thoughts had exhausted it.

Tolot thought rapidly, but he couldn't find any arguments that contradicted the overbrain's analysis. Still, everything within him resisted returning to the subterranean complex. He was certain that the Lemurians would defend the time teleporter with all available means. He would have to kill many of them to escape from this world and time.

If you do not do that, you will not go on board the star arks, you will not reach the Gorbas System, and ultimately you will not make the journey through the time teleporter, the overbrain stated dispassionately. From that, a time paradox will result and you must not in any circumstances risk that.

Tolot knew what the overbrain meant. The collapse of the linear time stream. He might possibly be caught in a time loop for all eternity.

But could he really sacrifice the lives of innumerable Lemurians just to save his own?

These Lemurians have already been dead for more than 50,000 years, the overbrain reminded him impatiently. And you have no other choice. Your death is not an option.

Tolot reluctantly conceded that the overbrain was right. He tensed his muscles, hardened his bodily tissue, and wormed his way out of the rubble. No matter how heavy the various pieces of debris were, he was strong enough to push them aside With powerful blows of his fists he smashed any chunks of glassteel that had fallen in and blocked his way.

At length he could lift his head out in the cool night. With one last exertion of strength, he completely freed himself and pulled himself erect. He stood tottering on the pile of rubble that was all that remained of the demolished communications station. Thin threads of smoke rose from the debris in several places, and when he turned his head and looked to the east, he saw a red veil covering the sky behind the mountains on the horizon.

The reflected light of the atom fire.

Suddenly his battlesuit's detection sensor sounded.

Two large objects were approaching his location from the air at a high velocity. Not gliders but landing craft if the sensor data was correct.

He looked up at the star-filled sky with his three eyes. Had a Lemurian starship arrived? Or even an entire fleet? Hope rose within him. Perhaps it would be possible after all to reach an understanding with the Lemurians and leave the planet on a ship without having to fight his way clear to the time teleporter.

Your hope is irrational, the overbrain immediately corrected him. All of your attempts at communicating with the Lemurians have failed. Nothing indicates that you will be any more successful with your next one.

Tolot made a rumbling sound. Even if the overbrain was right, he still had to risk one last attempt. He owed it to the Lemurians—and to himself.

The detection sensor's beeping grew louder and faster. In the east, two dark, egg-shaped objects appeared in front of the red-glowing horizon. The two Lemurian landing craft raced with flaming turbojets towards him, surrounded by the shimmering energy fields of their protective shields. Tolot was convinced that he was already within range of their optical sensors.

He raised his arm and pointed to the atom fire in the east and then to the west, to the mountain peak in whose rocky mass the time teleporter was hidden.

"I am a friend!" he bellowed as loudly as he could. "I am on your side. Together we must save what can be saved. In that mountain is the ... "

A glowing white impulse beam flashed from the leading landing craft and struck the rubble pile that was all that remained of the communications station. Droplets of melted glassteel sprayed into the air, drummed like hailstones on his red protective suit, and dripped off without leaving any residue.

Tolot swore and activated his paratron shield.

The next impulse beam struck the force-field bubble as it flared up and was diverted into hyperspace.

I warned you, his overbrain said. Any attempt at communicating with the Lemurians is pointless.

The Halutian angrily swore again. He wasn't ready to give up and follow the overbrain's advice. He waved once more and pointed to the mountain where the underground station was.

"I am not one of the Beasts," he shouted. "I come from the future. There is a time teleporter in the mountain base that ... "

Another impulse beam silenced him. It was hopeless. The Lemurians would kill him if they could. Their hatred for the Beasts and their fear of the merciless enemy, fed by long years of war, was too strong for him to get through to them. If he didn't want to die, he had to flee.

With a long leap he sprang from the smoking pile of rubble and ran to a cleft in the steeply rising mountain slope. Beyond it lay a narrow ravine that wound like a snake through the mountain, walled on both sides by rocky cliffs.

More impulse beams struck near him and burned deep, glowing holes in the ground. Several times his paratron shield was hit, but the force field stood up to the load. Tolot stormed into the ravine and ducked under a massive rocky overhang that projected from the mountain slope like a nose.

The howling of the turbojets came closer.

An impulse beam grazed the rock overhang and melted it. Glowing droplets rained down on Tolot and were repelled by his protective shield.

He ran onwards and increased his speed until he seemed to be literally flying through the ravine, but the landing craft stayed close on his heels. One last time he attempted to communicate with the Lemurians. He stopped abruptly and spread all four arms out to show that he was weaponless and ready for a peaceful settlement.

The answer consisted of two impulse beams that made his paratron shield flicker.

When will you finally realize that it is no use to appeal to the Lemurians' reason? his overbrain asked. You must shoot down the landing craft if you wish to save your life.

The landing craft were protected only with normal impact fields, not semispace shields. Tolot knew that he could make the impact fields collapse with concentrated, continuous fire from his beamer in interval mode. He could destroy the two small craft, but all his instincts still rebelled against a violent solution.

Perhaps the Lemurians only needed time. If they spoke with the refugees in the city and learned that he had killed the Beasts that had landed, they would hopefully realize that he was on their side.

But you do not have much time left, the overbrain reminded him coldly. If you do not do something, the atom fire will kill you in at most twenty-four hours and destroy the time transmitter.

He didn't bother replying and ran onwards, pursued by the landing craft and dodging impulse beams striking all around him until he discovered a cave entrance around a bend. With four or five, gigantic leaps, he had reached the hole in the rock wall and squeezed his way inside. His helmet spotlight automatically switched on and showed him an oval cavern that lost itself in the darkness beyond.

An impulse beam struck the edge of the cave entrance and made the rock glow. Hot stone shards flew through the air. Another beam melted the rock. Jagged chunks fell down and blocked the lower portion of the opening.

Tolot retreated more deeply into the cave.

His suit detectors showed him that the two landing craft were floating thirty meters above the entrance. Again an impulse beam struck the upper edge of the opening. With a grinding sound, the surrounding rock gave way, falling with a crash and blocking the hole.

Apparently the Lemurians wanted to bury him alive.

He snorted. The massive rock was no hindrance for him. He could free himself at any time with a few well-aimed shots from his interval beamer. He waited patiently, and after a few minutes, the virtual display on the inner side of his helmet visor showed him the two landing craft turning and flying away.

The howling of the turbojets faded out.

Silence returned, broken only by his panting, regular breathing and the cracking and crackling of the cooling rock.

You have seen for yourself how pointless it is to want to communicate with the Lemurians, the overbrain broke into his thoughts. Are you at last ready to do what must be done?

He hesitated and sought frantically for another solution, for a way out of the dilemma in which he found himself. If he acted violently against the Lemurians in the time teleporter complex, there would no longer be any possibility of allying with them. But if he did nothing, he would be incinerated in the atom fire.

You have no choice, the overbrain informed him, and Tolot almost had the impression that it sounded triumphant. Escaping through the time teleporter into the Lemurian past is the only possibility that remains to you. You dare not lose any more time. Act before it is too late!

Resigned, he realized that the overbrain was right.

He had to force his way back into the time teleporter complex whether he wanted to or not. Perhaps he would still manage to succeed at the last second in convincing the Lemurians that he was a friend, and not a merciless enemy like his ancestors, the Black Beasts.

If not, many intelligent beings would die a senseless death.

That is regrettable but unavoidable, the overbrain told him coolly. And remember, the fate of the Lemurians has long been sealed. Now it is a matter of fulfilling your destiny.

But what is my destiny worth, Tolot wondered bleakly, if the blood of innocent beings clings to my hands?

The overbrain didn't reply. Of course not. It had never yet concerned itself with moral questions or ethical considerations. It thought solely in terms of accomplishing a goal, with cold, ruthless logic.

With a heavy heart, Tolot started clearing away the fallen chunks of rock so he could leave the cave and go back to the subterranean time teleporter complex.
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As the KOLOSCH-I shot up along the steep rock walls of the ravine, Levian Paronn could still see with his mind's eye the Beast in the red battlesuit and how it gestured excitedly instead of opening fire on the landing craft. He had never before encountered such a reaction on the part of the enemy. It was atypical and completely inexplicable.

"What's the evaluation?" he asked Merlon Velsath.

His scientific assistant bent over the terminal of the ship's computer and entered commands with hectic movements. On the monitor could be seen a graphic depiction of the recordings of what the exterior microphones had picked up in the last few minutes.

"I'm sorry," Velsath finally said and leaned back, frustrated. "The turbojets caused massive interference with the audio recording. I can't filter out the Beast's words."

Paronn pursed his lips in disappointment. Somehow he had hoped that the acoustic recording would shed some light on the mystery. The Beast had called something to them as it pointed first to the east and the atom fire and then to the west. Paronn's instinct told him that it had been important, but his reason assured him otherwise. It had probably only been threats.

Even so, he ordered: "Transmit the audio record to the KOLOSCH. Maybe the ship's positronic can do more with the recording."

Velsath nodded and carried out the order.

The KOLOSCH-I left beneath it the ravine in which the Beast was imprisoned in a cave. It headed once more towards the nearby city, followed closely by the KOLOSCH-IV. Levian Paronn chewed thoughtfully on his lower lip. He looked out through the glassteel cockpit into the night, at the reddish glow that made the entire horizon shimmer like blood.

He was still preoccupied by the Beast's strange behavior.

Why would it draw their attention to the atom fire, which was slowly but inexorably eating away at this planet? And why had it then pointed to the west? There was only a long mountain range that reached to the coast of the northern continent.

Still feeling uneasy, he shook his head as though to shake away the bothersome thoughts, and took a look at the detection monitor. Only the light point representing the KOLOSCH could be seen, wheeling in a geostationary orbit above the city. The squadron's other heavy cruisers and the Beast ships had left the Torbu system.

That was one ray of hope, anyway.

The plan to lure the Beasts away from Torbutan had ultimately worked. Now he could only hope that the cruisers would destroy the enemy ships without any great losses of their own.

Paronn also hoped that they would be successful in locating the Suen Project's secret base. Perhaps the city's inhabitants could help them with that.

Suddenly the com unit sounded. Velsath switched it to Receive. On the small communications console monitor appeared the haggard, tired face of an old woman with snow-white hair and wrinkled skin. Paronn leaned expectantly towards the vidscreen.

"Halaton kher lemuu onsa," the woman murmured, pronouncing the traditional Lemurian greeting. "I am Delaine Hogh, technician second-class and interim commander of the Suen research station on Torbutan."

"Levian Paronn," Paronn introduced himself. "Technical Administrator of Tanta III. I am happy to see you, Commander. Why didn't you answer our com calls earlier?"

"I'm sorry, but as long as there were Beasts on Torbutan, I didn't dare break radio silence," she replied. "I have strict instructions from Tam Councilor Markam not to endanger the base under any circumstances."

Paronn's heart beat faster. "Markam?" he said with barely restrained excitement. "Then he's still alive?"

The woman's eyes showed a hint of uncertainty. "I wanted to ask you the same question. The High Tam Councilor and the entire research team left Torbutan five years ago to attend a Suen Project conference in the city of M'adun on Suen." She shrugged in resignation. "Since then we have heard nothing more from them."

Paronn needed a moment to think through the information. Five years, he thought. Markam has been missing for five years, along with all the project's other scientists. Their ship probably fell victim to a Beast attack ...

"And you've remained here all these years?" he asked. "Without informing Lemur?"

Delaine Hogh shrugged again. "We had no choice. Markam and his team had used the only starship that was available to us on Torbutan. And we did not dare make contact with Lemur over hypercom under any circumstances. The danger of a message being intercepted and traced by the Beasts was too great."

"Delaine," Paronn said tensely, "we have been informed about the time research that Markam conducted on Torbutan, and about the prototype that his team constructed. That is why we have come here." He leaned over more closely to the vidscreen. "Is the prototype operational? Is it ready to use? Answer me! I have to know!"

The technician gestured uncertainly and uneasily. "Tam Councilor Markam expressly forbade discussing his research over the com."

"Markam is undoubtedly dead," Paronn replied sharply. "And as Technical Administrator I am in command."

"I will meet you in the station, Technad," she said evasively and gave him the coordinates. "Then we can discuss everything."

She cut the connection. Paronn swore under his breath. He thought of the atom fire and the limited time that remained to them. If the time machine actually was operational, they would have to dismantle it and load it on board the KOLOSCH. However, it was questionable whether they would be able to do it in the short time left.

He forced himself to stay calm and watched as the pilot turned the KOLOSCH-I and headed for the mountains in the west. He frowned as a troubling thought occurred to him. The Beast in the red battlesuit had also pointed towards the west. Did it possibly know the location of the secret base? Had it perhaps even wanted to draw it to their attention?

Annoyed, he pushed the absurd idea out of his mind. His nerves were frayed. That was the only reason he was open to these insane speculations.

A high mountain peak soon appeared in front of the two landing craft, its form that of an upside-down V. It was still night, and in the darkness a bright line appeared and grew wider as a camouflaged door slid to the side and opened the way into a large cavern in the naked rock.

The landing craft slowly floated inside on their antigrav lifters and touched down.

Paronn looked out of the cockpit. On one side of the plasteel-lined hall were encamped about a hundred Lemurians, ragged and emaciated, many of them with bloody bandages. They were probably refugees who had come to Torbutan on the two ships whose burned-out wrecks he had seen at the spaceport.

From the other side, where a tunnel led deeper into the mountain, Delaine Hogh and two men in blue technicians' overalls approached. Only now Paronn noticed that the walls and ceilings of the cavern showed scorch marks and deep, burned-in furrows, apparently the result of thermobeam fire. Had there been a battle?

He didn't wait any longer. He stood up from his seat, went into the KOLOSCH-I's airlock, and clambered out through the exit hatch. Velsath and Ruun followed him.

Delaine Hogh came up to him. "Welcome to the Suen base," she said. "I think we should discuss the details of the evacuation at once. The atom fire ... "

"What about the time machine?" Paronn interrupted impatiently. "Is it ready for use?"

"It's operational," the woman confirmed with an exhausted voice. "But we can't use it. As I told you, Tam Councilor Markam and the entire scientific team left the base five years ago. We are only ordinary technicians responsible for the station's energy supply and life-support systems."

Paronn stared at her. "Then how do you know that the time machine is operational?"

"Because a short time ago, a Beast entered the base from out of the time field. A Beast in a red battlesuit." Hogh pointed to the thermobeam-fire holes in the walls. "We tried to kill it but it managed to escape."

The Technad gasped. The Beast in the red battlesuit had reached Torbutan by a journey through time? Where had it come from? From the future or the past? And why had it tried to draw their attention to the hidden base? Why hadn't it attacked them?

Even as his thoughts raced, the commander added: "Technad, we must evacuate the base as quickly as possible. We have nearly two thousand refugees on Torbutan. They will all die if the atom fire ... "

He silenced her with an abrupt hand gesture. "The time machine," he said. "I want to see it. Now."

Hogh hesitated for a moment, then gave in, intimidated by his authority as Technical Administrator. She led them to an antigrav shaft and they floated down into the depths of the mountain. When they reached the lowest level of the station, they left the shaft and followed a long, wide corridor lined with small doors to a large door that opened automatically in front of them.

And behind it ...

Levian Paronn trembled as he stepped into the cavernous room where the time machine stood. He had finally reached his goal. The Twelfth Hero's prophecy had been correct. He would do great things that no one other than him would dare. He would reach into the past to change the shape of the present and the future. A time paradox to save the Great Tamanium.

Amazed, he admired the time machine, which consisted of two funnel-shaped devices five meters high. From the top of each funnel projected three slender, sharply pointed cones. The funnels were made of some material that shone like aluminum while the cones were a dull gray. In front of the machine floated a cube-shaped control device with rounded edges and corners. Two sides of the cube were black and apparently functionless, while sensor buttons and displays filled the other four. Along the walls of the room stood other machines, connected to the funnels with cables as thick as a man's arm. Next to them yawned deep shafts in the floor with spiral stairways leading to a second large, underground room with generators and blocks of machinery.

Paronn slowly approached the time machine and placed one hand on the right-hand funnel. Whatever it was made of felt cool and smooth to his touch.

You are our salvation, he thought, filled with feverish excitement. All the horrors of past years and decades, all the pain and the deaths of so many good friends, all the worlds that were destroyed or laid waste ... I will undo all that with your help. This is my destiny, this is my mission.

"Technad," Delaine Hogh said, her nervous voice breaking in on his thoughts and wrenching him out of his elation, "we are running out of time. We must begin the evacuation of the refugees."

Paronn turned around. "The time machine has top priority," he said curtly. "We have to dismantle it and take it to Lemur. Anything else is irrelevant."

Hogh gasped. "But the lives of two thousand people are in danger!" she exclaimed. "You can't simply leave us to our fate!"

"At present I have only one ship available," Paronn replied. "And we need the KOLOSCH for transporting the time machine. I'm sorry, but higher interests are at stake here involving the existence of the entire Lemurian people."

"But we'll die!" Hogh cried shrilly. "You can't just condemn us to death!"

Paronn shook his head with a tolerant smile. "You don't understand the overall picture, Commander. You and your people will die, but your deaths will be only a fleeting illusion in the pattern of time. With this machine I will be able to prevent your deaths. And that isn't all. I will bring all the millions who have died in this war back to life."

Hogh and the two technicians looked at each other. Naked fear was in their eyes.

Then the base commander said in a low, toneless voice, "There will be a revolt when I inform the refugees of your decision. Do you seriously believe that these desperate people will simply resign themselves to their fate?"

Merhon Velsath cleared his throat and took a step closer to Paronn. "The commander is right," he murmured. "If we want to dismantle the time machine and move it to the spaceport, we need these people's cooperation. If it comes down to a fight, our mission will fail."

"What do you suggest?" Paronn asked.

"Radon, a thinly settled agricultural planet, is just a hundred light-years away," the scientific assistant said. "If we begin at once with the evacuation, the KOLOSCH can transport the refugees to Radon. It will be back in time to take the dismantled time machine on board before the atom fire reaches the base."

He was silent for a moment and looked at Paronn imploringly.

"We need some time for dismantling the machine anyway," he went on. "Why shouldn't we use it to take the refugees to safety?"

"I agree with Velsath," Ruun Lasoth added. "We have a responsibility to these people. We can't leave them to die."

Levian Paronn hesitated. Everything within him resisted sending the KOLOSCH, the only ship they could use to transport the time machine to Lemur, on an evacuation mission. What if the squadron of heavy cruisers had been defeated by the Beasts in the meantime and the enemy starships returned? And what about the Beast in the red battlesuit who had reached Torbutan with the time machine? They had buried it in that cave, but sooner or later it would be able to free itself ...

"Please, Technad," Delaine Hogh whispered. "Think of the women, of the innocent children."

Yes, the children, Paronn thought. They would live again when he successfully changed history, but did that also mean he had to sacrifice them?

One of the technicians at Delaine's side balled his fists. "We will help you take the machine apart only if you help us," he said threateningly. "Damn it all, you can't let us die!"

Paronn made his decision. "Very well," he replied reluctantly. "I agree. The KOLOSCH will take the refugees to Radon while we dismantle the time machine."

The commander sighed in relief. "Thank you, Technad," she said. "We will never forget that you ... "

"Now is not the right time for useless expressions of gratitude," he interrupted coldly. "We have to start work at once. As you already said, we're running out of time."

He turned brusquely and quickly left the hall where the time machine stood. He would go back to the landing craft and inform Thore Bardon of the change in their plans. All the way to the entrance hall, he couldn't help but think of the mysterious Beast that had reached this era by means of the time machine.

And he had the feeling that he had overlooked something of crucial importance.
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They had done it.

Finally, after long months of searching, after overcoming countless dangers and bloody battles, after the deaths of so many brave men and women, they had been successful. There really was a time machine on Torbutan, and it worked. The path to the past was open, and the salvation of the Great Tamanium and the Lemurian people was no longer a wild fantasy but a realistic possibility.

Thore Bardon leaned back in his seat, staring without seeing at the large main monitor in the KOLOSCH control center. He exulted in the relief that flooded his entire body and made him feel almost intoxicated.

How often had he been close to desperation? How often had he been on the point of giving up and breaking off their hopeless mission? But he hadn't done it. He had held on and not let himself be deterred despite the high cost in blood that the operation had demanded.

Jercy, he thought feverishly, Aból, Dhoma, and Chemee ... we've done it. Now it's only a question of days, at most weeks, before an expedition into the past sets out and breaks the back of the accursed Beasts forever. You will live, you will be with me again. Death will lose its power over you ... and over millions upon millions of other Lemurians.

He felt tears in his eyes. Tears of joy and gratitude, and he was not ashamed of it. He knew that without Levian Paronn's help he never would have reached his goal. The Technad had convinced Admiral Targant of the mission's importance. Without his intervention, they would still be in the Tanta system on board the half-wrecked IBODAN fighting against the attacking Beasts. Or even worse, they might have long since been vaporized in a fireball.

Paronn was their guarantee that they would carry out the crucial time mission as soon as they had transported the machine to Lemur.

But we haven't reached that point yet! Bardon reminded himself. He tried to shake off his elation and concentrate on the task that lay before him, but without success. Triumph resounded within him. It was an echo that would not fade away and drove out all his worries and doubts.

The only cloud on the horizon was the atom fire eating away at Torbutan. In at most twenty hours, it would destroy the secret Suen base in the mountain rock. Had it not been for the atom fire, they would have been able to undertake the time mission right here on Torbutan instead of having to fly to Lemur. However, it was only a small, insignificant delay in the greater scheme of things.

He shook off the thought and concentrated on the main monitor, which showed the teeming crowd of refugees streaming to the half-destroyed spaceport to the east of the city and disappearing inside the KOLOSCH. Exhausted and bedraggled figures, marked by hunger and privation, many ill or injured.

But your misery, too, he thought, will not last forever. You don't know it, you don't even suspect it, but we will undo the events that led you to this point in your pitiful lives. Nothing of what has happened will endure.

"Still no com contact with the squadron." Shadne's voice broke into his thoughts. The stocky, dark-haired communications officer looked up from her console. "I can boost transmission strength, but that would risk drawing stray Beast units to Torbutan."

Bardon lifted his head and looked into Shadne's worried face. "We won't increase transmitting power," he decided. "The ships in the squadron will have their reasons for not responding."

Or they were destroyed by the Beasts, he told himself without expressing his thoughts out loud. But then the enemy would have already returned to the Torbu System to finish what it started. No, we must assume that the diversionary maneuver was successful. The battle is probably still raging and that's why the other cruisers haven't responded.

On the main monitor, the stream of refugees grew thinner. The first contingent consisted of more than one thousand men, women, and children, but almost as many still waited in the mountain base for their evacuation. The KOLOSCH would have to make two trips to transport all the castaways to Radon.

Bardon looked at the time display in the lower left corner of the large vidscreen. A deep furrow appeared in his forehead as he calculated the trip times and figured out how many hours remained as a result of loading the individual components of the dismantled time machine on board and leaving the doomed world forever.

It would be close. Very close, even, but it could be done.

Of course, that was assuming that both evacuations were accomplished without incident and the Beasts didn't return to Torbutan in the meantime ...

Bardon was astonished that Paronn was running this risk. He himself had decided to assign highest priority to the transport of the time machine and leave the refugees to their fate. After all, their deaths were only a fleeting pattern in time that they would change with their expedition into the past.

That Paronn took pity on the refugees despite the incalculable dangers that the evacuation would risk was further proof of the greatness of this man. Of his humanity.

Or of his foolishness, it occurred to Bardon, overwhelmed by sudden pessimism.

He looked at the vidscreen again. The last refugees had disappeared into the KOLOSCH and the displays on his console showed that the airlock hatches had been closed.

Bardon straightened up. "Prepare for lift-off," he ordered.

First Officer Palanker manipulated switches on his control console. "Lift-off preparations complete," he then announced. "Antigrav lifters in standby mode. Impulse engines running. Semispace storage banks charged, energy reserves at one-hundred percent."

"Very good," Bardon rumbled in satisfaction. "Helot?"

The weapons officer reacted immediately. "All weapons systems loaded and ready to fire," she reported. "Shield storage banks at one-hundred percent."

Ronnok, the navigator, added, "Course to Radon programmed. Estimated travel time three hours and ten minutes."

Bardon gave the slender, delicate man a brief nod. "We'll fly at maximum velocity plus emergency reserve," he said. "I want everything we can get out of the semispace drive. The KOLOSCH is a modern ship. It will stand up to the overload."

"Understood, Commander," Ronnok replied calmly. "In those circumstances, the estimated travel time is reduced by about fifteen minutes."

"Excellent," Bardon praised him. He turned to the communications officer. "Shadne, put me through to Paronn."

Just seconds later, a video window appeared on the main monitor and showed Paronn's striking face. Beneath the bushy eyebrows, his gray eyes shone expectantly.

"Your status, Commander?" he asked without any greeting.

"The first contingent of refugees is now on board," Bardon reported. "The KOLOSCH is ready for lift-off, Technad. We will be back in about six hours to pick up the second contingent."

"Very well," Paronn said, relief showing in his voice. "Good luck, Commander."

Bardon broke off the connection and gave Ronnok a quick glance. "Lift-off," he ordered tersely.

The navigator bent over his controls and from the depths of the ships rose the howling of the storage banks as they pumped energy into the antigrav generators.

The KOLOSCH's landing struts lifted from the spaceport's smoke-blackened ground and were hydraulically retracted. The heavy cruiser rose at first slowly, then with increasing swiftness into the night sky. On the distant horizon, morning was already dawning.

From the air, the raging of the atom fire could be clearly seen. A sea of glowing red devouring everything in its path, overhung by clouds of soot and ash, and flickering in the intense heat.

Bardon shuddered involuntarily at the sight and thought again of Gunrar II, his home world. It too had been destroyed by an Armageddon bomb dropped by the Beasts, along with all who lived there. The memory made him clench his fists and brought back the pain that had faded since reaching Torbutan and locating the time machine. That aching, never-ending pain that only the planned time mission could heal.

He grimly pressed his lips together and listened to the equatorial rim engines thundering into life once KOLOSCH had shot through the cloud deck. The suddenly activated thrust catapulted the heavy cruiser out of the atmosphere and into near-planetary space where the drone of the engines swelled into a loud, regular roaring.

"Active and passive hyperdetection negative," Palanker called above the engine noise. "No enemy ships in the system."

Bardon relaxed a little.

"Still no contact with the squadron," Shadne added.

However, that was no longer important. All that counted was that the Torbu System was free of Beast ships and that they could carry out the evacuation without being disturbed.

The roaring of the impulse engines continued as loudly as ever while Torbutan fell behind them and quickly shrank to a bright spot among the glittering stars in space.

"Semispace velocity in twelve minutes," Ronnok announced. "Initializing Hyperdim converter ... initialization successfully completed."

A deep, vibrating drone mixed with the engine roar as the Hyperdim converter transformed the energy of the fusion reactor into five-dimensional force fields that enveloped the KOLOSCH like a red veil. The cruiser's speed increased with each passing second, a steel projectile 230 meters in diameter that raced through interplanetary space.

"Active and passive hyperdetection still negative," Palanker called over the din of the machinery.

Bardon's vague fear that something would go wrong at the last minute, that Beast starships would unexpectedly appear in the Torbu System, faded away as the KOLOSCH continued to accelerate. Destiny seemed to be smiling on them. But fear did not completely dissipate.

Don't celebrate too soon! he admonished himself. We haven't reached the safety of semispace just yet.

"Semispace velocity in minus seven minutes," Ronnok reported after a while.

The waiting ate away at Baron's nerves. He closed his eyes for a moment and thought again of Jercy. He saw in front of him the thin, velvet brown face of his wife, her large eyes that had always looked at him filled with love and warmth until death had hideously torn her away from him.

But death would lose its terrors.

Soon, very soon, Jercy and the children would be with him, and he would no longer even know that he had lost them.

He smiled at the thought and felt once more that his eyes had grown moist. He had spilled so many tears over his family, had mourned them for so many hours. Grief had eaten him alive and at the same time had driven him, had filled him with a holy determination that had conquered all obstacles.

And he had succeeded.

Thanks be to the old gods of Lemur, he thought. They didn't desert me ...

"Semispace velocity in minus one minute," the navigator said.

The droning of the Hyperdim converter grew louder and more intense. Bardon's chair began to vibrate in the rising and falling rhythm of the transformed energies. On the main vidscreen the veil of the forming semispace field grew thicker until it covered the darkness of space like a reddish, transparent curtain.

"Active and passive detection still negative," Palanker reported.

"No com contact with the squadron," Shadne added.

The seconds ticked away.

Ronnok cleared his throat. "Semispace phase commencing ... now."

The image on the main monitor changed abruptly. Interplanetary space gave way to the red, billowing, pulsating streaks of the intermediate dimension, but the rumbling of the impulse engines didn't decrease in volume. It instead grew louder as the navigator increased the thrust output.

"Engine performance at 110 percent," Ronnok declared. "All systems operating flawlessly. We are on our way to Radon."

Bardon sighed. Sudden unease drove him to leap up from his chair. Until they reached the Lemurian agricultural world and turned the refugees over to the local authorities, three hours would pass. During that time, his presence in the control center was not necessary. He could leave supervision of the flight to his officers.

"Take command," he instructed his First Officer. "If there are any incidents, you can reach me over the intercom."

Palanker nodded and Bardon left the bridge. Two crew members guarded the main door. He nodded slightly to them and looked at the refugees who had been placed in the central corridor. The KOLOSCH didn't have enough cabins to house a thousand passengers, but the flight would last only for a few hours. It was better to accept a few temporary inconveniences than to die in the atom fire on Torbutan.

He wandered through the corridors of the main deck, speaking with the refugees and giving them consolation and encouragement. The gratitude that shone in the eyes of the men, women, and children reassured him that they were doing the right thing even though the evacuation cost valuable time.

Then he thought of the Beast that Paronn had mentioned to him, the Beast in the red battlesuit that had emerged in the Suen base from the time machine. It had behaved in a completely untypical manner if he could believe the stories the refugees told him. It had fought against its own kind in fierce battles in the city and even killed several Beasts like itself.

Something of that kind had never before happened in the nearly hundred-year long history of the war. The Beasts had always appeared as a monolithic bloc up to now. Nothing had ever indicated any disagreements within their ranks.

But the question was, of course, in what era that Beast had originated. If it had come from the future, its inexplicable behavior was perhaps evidence that the Beasts would change and turn away from their belligerent way of life. Or they would break up into mutually hostile groups as had once been the case with the Lemurians ...

Bardon shook his head.

Wherever that peculiar Beast might have come from, its fate was sealed. It would meet death in Torbutan's atom fire. Once Levian Paronn's time expedition had journeyed into the past, the fate of all the other Beasts would be sealed as well. Paronn would provide the earlier Lemurians with the construction plans for modern warships and weapons systems. So equipped, the Great Tamanium would not only stand up to the Beasts' first onslaught but smash the enemy.

The positronic projections were clear on that point. The Beasts had not deployed their superior paratron technology that guaranteed their victory over the Lemurians until the 91st year of the war. But if in the war's beginning phase the Lemurians already had battleships of the GOLKARTHE class and KOLOSCH-class cruisers, along with the devastating Resonance Beamer at their disposal, they would vanquish the enemy.

The Great Tamanium would not fall. The events of history would follow a new path.

The thought drove away the unease that had seized Thore Bardon. He finished his walk through the ship and returned to the main deck.

"All systems operating flawlessly," Palanker reported as he entered the control center. "No changes."

Bardon nodded and sat back down at his control console. On the main vidscreen billowed the reddish streaks of semispace while the pounding roar of the impulse engines continued.

He spent the rest of the flight silent and lost in thought: about his family, about the great mission that lay before them, intervening in the structure of time.

Finally Ronnok announced: "Reemergence into normal space in ten minutes."

Bardon was startled out of his musings and with a push of a button on his control console he set off the alarm that called the heavy cruiser's entire crew to their stations. He didn't want to run any risks. No one knew what was waiting for them in the Radon System.

The minutes passed slowly and finally the KOLOSCH returned to the normal universe. The pounding roar of the impulse engines and the vibrating hum of the Hyperdim converter abruptly died away. Tense silence returned to the bridge. On the main vidscreen gleamed a yellow Apsu-type sun, circled by a dozen planets.

"Active and passive hyperdetection running," Palanker said into the silence. After a few moments, he added with audible relief in his voice, "No enemy ships in the system."

Bardon let his breath out with a hiss and ordered Shadne to make com contact with Radon, the fourth planet. The connection was quickly established and after the commander had spoken with a high representative of the planetary government, he was granted permission to set the refugees down at Radon's main spaceport.

Again the equatorial rim's impulse engines thundered as the KOLOSCH headed for the fourth planet at top speed. After a brutally abrupt braking maneuver it landed at the spaceport. Bardon personally assisted the crew with the disembarking of the refugees, urging them to hurry, only too well aware that any additional second of delay could have catastrophic consequences.

Finally the last refugees had left the KOLOSCH and the heavy cruiser took off to pick up the second contingent from Torbutan. Only a few hundred thousand kilometers from Radon, the ship transitioned into semispace and set course for the Torbu System.

The return flight put Bardon in a state of nervous tension, gnawed at by concern that the atom fire might have progressed faster than anticipated and reached the time machine before they could take it away. Or that the Beasts had returned to the Torbu System to finish their bloody work.

But when the KOLOSCH dropped down out of semispace in the system of the double stars Torbu One and Torbu Two and searched surrounding space with active and passive hyperdetection, his tension gave way to deep relief.

"No Beast ships in the system," First Officer Palanker announced.

Bardon had Shadne put him in touch with Levian Paronn. The Technad seemed tired when his face appeared on the main monitor, but unshakable determination still burned in his eyes.

"We have successfully transported the refugees to Radon," Bardon reported, "and we are now landing to take the second contingent on board."

"Excellent," Paronn replied. "The refugees are already waiting at the spaceport. The disassembly of the time machine is proceeding according to plan and will be completed when the KOLOSCH returns from its flight."

Bardon nodded, satisfied. Then his expression darkened. "What about the Beast?"

"We haven't heard any more from it." Paronn laughed roughly. "Apparently it's still sitting in that cave. Well, the atom fire will solve that problem."

"But if it came from the future ... " Bardon objected, hesitating. "Perhaps it could provide us with valuable information."

The Technad waved his hand dismissively. "I don't have enough men to take a heavily armed Beast prisoner. And once we've carried out our time mission, that Beast won't have any role left to play." He terminated the connection.

Bardon sat there thoughtfully as the KOLOSCH headed for Torbutan and dove into its atmosphere, wondering if Paronn had made the right decision. The Beast in the red battlesuit was an unknown factor. On the other hand, the Technad was correct. Taking a Beast prisoner was not child's play. Many good men and women would die in the attempt. And why go to the trouble when the enemy would die in the atom fire anyway?

The KOLOSCH touched down at the spaceport. The refugees were crowded at the edge of the grounds and streamed onto the landing field as the outer hatches slid open.

Bardon waited impatiently until the last refugees had come on board, then gave the order to take off. The KOLOSCH rose on its antigrav lifters and shot through the cloud deck. White clouds of water vapor swirled around the heavy cruiser and fell beneath it. In the east, huge columns of smoke reached into the reddened sky and the ashes of the atom fire colored the horizon black.

At that moment, an alarm shrilled through the control center.

"Detection!" Palanker cried. His face had suddenly gone corpse-white. "A Beast battlecruiser has materialized in Sector One-Blue-A. Distance 30,000 kilometers ... on intercept course!"

A clump of ice formed at the pit of Bardon's stomach. No! he thought in horror. Not here, not now, when we're so close to our goal!

"Enemy ship activating weapon systems," Palanker added tonelessly. "Massive Hyperdim readings ... interval cannons being charged ... "

"Activate semispace shield," Bardon ordered.

"Semispace shield activated," the First Officer confirmed. "Output at one-hundred percent."

Helot, the weapons officer, cleared her throat. "All weapons systems charged and ready to fire," she said hoarsely.

Bardon turned to the navigator. "Ronnok, we must leave the atmosphere as quickly as possible and get ourselves well clear of the planet."

Ronnok merely nodded and increased the thrust of the impulse engines. A deafening roar filled the control center as the KOLOSCH reached the upper layers of the atmosphere and continued to accelerate. Ionized gases made the protective semispace field shine a livid red. On the main vidscreen the detection echoes of the Beast ship came ever closer.

We won't make it! Bardon thought desperately. We're too slow, much too slow ...

At that distance, they couldn't use their counterpole cannons without endangering the planet. With only the thermal, impulse, and disintegrator guns they had no chance against the overwhelmingly superior enemy.

The glow of the ionized gases darkened and the atmosphere grew thinner as the KOLOSCH continued to climb and the surface of Torbutan, still being consumed by the atom fire, fell away beneath it.

"Enemy ship in firing range in one minute!" Palanker exclaimed.

"Open fire with the thermal, impulse, and disintegrator cannons," Bardon ordered. His voice sounded raw, distorted by deathly fear.

He thought of the one thousand refugees on board, of the women and children, innocent like his wife and his own children, and groaned in unconscious anger. They must not lose this battle! If the KOLOSCH was destroyed, that was the end of everything. Then Levian Paronn and the time machine on Torbutan would be burned to nothing. Then there was no hope left for the Great Tamanium.

"Enemy ship targeted," he heard Helot's voice say through the pounding roar of the impulse engines. "I'll open fire as soon as it's in point-blank range." She was silent for a moment. "I request permission to use the counterpole cannons, Commander."

Bardon shook his head emphatically. They were still too close to the planet. The radiation front of the exploding one-hundred-megaton fusion bomb would roast the Lemurians in the Suen base alive. No, the counterpole cannons were not an option. They had to fly deeper into space ... if the enemy would let them.

The oncoming Beast ship was now clearly visible on the main monitor. A black sphere some one-hundred meters in diameter with a flattened top and bottom. The propulsion systems were located in the lower area, flickeringly enveloped in the energy cocoon of the paratron shield.

Just one ship—but it was enough to turn all their hopes and magnificent plans to dust.

"Enemy in point-blank range!" Palanker cried.

At the same moment, Helot opened fire from all beam cannons. Bolts of green, yellow, and red energy stabbed from the KOLOSCH's guns and struck the Beast ship's shield, but the characteristic crack-like channels diverted the destructive forces into hyperspace.

The black ship was not even slowed. From the darkness of space it hurtled down at the KOLOSCH and returned fire. Bundled impulse beams impacted the KOLOSCH's semispace field and made it glow like the atom fire that raged on Torbutan. The barrage continued. The first fine structural cracks appeared in the energy shield.

"Shield output at seventy percent and falling," Palanker announced. "I'm channeling more energy into the field."

As the shrieking and howling of the storage banks pumping the new energy into the semispace field rose from the belly of the ship, the roaring of the engines lessened. The cruiser's power output was limited. To stabilize the shield, they had to temporarily forego thrust.

Bardon clenched his teeth and looked at the main monitor. They had still not put enough distance between them and the planet to use the counterpole cannons, their only weapon that even theoretically could injure their merciless opponent. They needed at least ten more minutes to reach the minimal safety margin ... and in this situation, ten minutes were an eternity.

The KOLOSCH continued to fire all beam cannons while the Beast ship responded with impulse fire. For a moment Bardon had the irrational hope that the enemy, for some reason, didn't have any interval guns available. A second later though, Palanker's warning cry destroyed that hope.

"Hyperdim echoes growing stronger ... maximum energy signature ... preparing for interval fire!"

Bardon clutched the armrests of his chair and sent a silent prayer to the old gods of Lemur. He thought again of his wife Jercy and his children, and grief tightened his throat. He instinctively sensed that nothing and no one could save them now. This was the end of all yearnings and dreams.

Then the five-dimensional impact front of the interval fire slammed into the KOLOSCH's energy shield. The red-shining semispace field twisted under the impact of the violent force. The howling and shrieking of the storage banks swelled in an unbearable crescendo that hurt like a knife cut in the ears. But even the massed energy channeled from all the ship's fusion generators was not enough to stabilize the force field.

Cracks shot through the red semispace bubble like a dark spider web and spread rapidly. The interval fire broke through the structural cracks and struck the ultra-hardened steel of the hull armor.

The ship rocked. A monstrous cracking drowned out the din of the storage banks and impulse engines. The sound turned into thunderclaps of after-explosions as the hull armor was smashed and the five-dimensional impact front destroyed machinery, generators, and storage banks in the depths of the ship. Thore Bardon was violently shaken in his chair and desperately clung to the armrests as red warning diodes on his control console lit up one after another.

"Impulse engines one through six have failed!" Palanker exclaimed. "Primary and secondary storage banks destroyed ... Leaks on decks four, eight, twelve, and thirteen ... Weapons systems inactive ... Semispace field collapsing ... "

He stared at Bardon with wide eyes, and in his eyes could be seen the certainty of inevitable death.

I'm sorry, Bardon wanted to say. I'm sorry that I failed and disappointed you so terribly. But he was not able to say anything.

Smoke billowed from the ventilation shafts. Short circuits cracked and popped in the control consoles. The smell of burnt plastic and ozone filled the air. The howling of the storage banks had broken off. The roar of the impulse engines sank to a stuttering racket, then faded out entirely. Without propulsion, the KOLOSCH drifted through near-planet space, a disabled wreck, waiting for the death blow.

Bardon looked at the main vidscreen. The black spacesphere of the Beasts, enveloped in a paratron shield, filled a quarter of the monitor. It seemed to mock him, to scoff at all his vain efforts, to laugh at his presumption.

As though paralyzed, he sat there and waited for the end.

And when the next interval discharge struck the KOLOSCH, the heavy cruiser crumpled like a tin can and vanished in a blinding, fiery, nova-hot explosion. Thore Bardon's last thought was of his wife and children.

He would be reunited with them in death.
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In the depths of the subterranean Suen base, in a room that adjoined the hall where the time machine stood, Levian Paronn sat bent over a communications console. Head the transcript of the audio recording that had come in a few minutes earlier from the departing KOLOSCH.

With its powerful filtering system, the heavy cruiser's on-board computer had been able to clean up the distorted recording of the words that the Beast in the red battlesuit had called out to them before fleeing into the cave.

What it had said was astonishing.

I am not one of the Beasts! I come from the future. There is a time teleporter in the mountain base ...

A Beast from the future that claimed to be different from others of its kind!

Shocked, Paronn read the transcript again and again, overwhelmed by the questions and conclusions implied by these few words.

And this was not only lip service, but backed up by actions. During its escape from the Suen base, the Beast had of course caused destruction, but had not injured or killed a single Lemurian. Moreover, according to the refugees' statements, it had fought on the side of the Lemurians in the city and eliminated several Beasts that had landed to slaughter everyone they found.

Nothing like this had ever happened in the long history of the war.

Paronn's thoughts raced. Did the arrival of this Beast from the future possibly mean that his planned expedition into the past would be crowned with success? That with his technical assistance in the opening phase of the war the Lemurians would strike back at the Beasts, and with such force that the enemy would have no other alternative but to make peace with them? Did this Beast possibly come to this era for that reason? To tell him of the peaceful future and reinforce his determination?

He swore under his breath.

If the Beast had come with peaceful intentions, he had committed a serious error by ordering the attack on it and driving it into the cave. He regretted that he had received the audio transcript so late. How tempting was the thought of learning something about the future from first hand, about the success or failure of his fateful mission ...

Of course, it could also be a trick.

One last deception by the Beasts to sabotage this mission. A calculated intervention from the future in the present, just as he wanted to intervene in the past from the present. But even that could mean that the time expedition would end in triumph.

There was only one way to find out. He had to take the Beast prisoner and interrogate it, even if that meant many members of the base's crew would die in the attempt.

Paronn found himself nodding without realizing it.

The Beast's knowledge, the potential information about the future and the past, must not be lost in the atom fire. It could be of decisive importance for the mission.

He unconsciously touched the chest area of his gray protective suit, under which the egg-shaped cell activator bulged. Four other examples of the life-giving device were tucked securely in an inner pocket of his suit. He had built them with the greatest of difficulty using the construction data provided by the Twelfth Hero,. Unfortunately, due to the lack of time, the work was not yet finished. He anxiously wondered if he would be able to complete the modules in the past, even if the required materials and equipment would be available to him there.

Once more he asked himself why Vehraáto had granted him eternal life. The Cell Activator must be of crucial importance for the great, mysterious mission that the Twelfth Hero had entrusted to him. But how should he use the Activator if he traveled to the year 6290 d.T. to pass on the technical data for modern warships and weapon systems to the pre-war Lemurians? And why was the Hero convinced that he would need helpers as immortal as he was to carry out the mission?

Perhaps the Beast in the red battlesuit knew the answers to these questions or could at least provide some clues that would solve the mystery.

Paronn was about to activate the communications console and make contact with the base control center when the door to the room slid to aside with a hiss and Merhan Velsath burst in. Panic distorted the scientific assistant's wrinkled face. Beneath the flowing shock of gray hair, naked fear shone in his eyes.

"The KOLOSCH ... " he gasped. "It's just been destroyed, Technad! A Beast ship is approaching the base. We are lost ... lost ... "

Paronn felt icy fear run down his back. He needed a moment to absorb what he had heard, to grasp what Velsath had said. The KOLOSCH destroyed ... the only means of transportation for the time machine that was available to them. While the atom fire ate its way onwards, inexorably and relentlessly.

"What should we do, Technad?" Velsath burst out. A droplet of sweat dripped from his forehead into his right eye and he blinked it away. "Is there anything at all that we can do?"

"How long will it take before the Beast ship reaches the base?" Paronn asked hoarsely.

"Only minutes, a few minutes."

Velsath trembled. Paronn knew why. His assistant had been a prisoner of the Beasts and tortured by them in unimaginable ways until he had been able to escape, thanks to a stroke of good luck. Velsath knew the cruelty of the old enemy from his own experience and he had a natural fear of falling in their hands again.

Paronn leaped to his feet. "Come with me," he ordered brusquely.

The two men raced out of the room. The wide, high-ceilinged corridor that led to the time machine hall was filled with crates and containers with the individual components of the disassembled machine. From the hall came the rattling of tools, a muffled pounding, and tense voices. The dismantling work was proceeding quickly under Ruun Lasoth's leadership.

Paronn briefly considered reassembling the time machine and using it to escape, but dismissed the thought at once. As Delaine Hogh had said, there was no one in the station who could operate the machine. Besides, they would not be able to put it back together before the Beast ship reached the base.

They ran down the corridor to the nearest intersection, turned off into another tunnel, and arrived at the massive armored steel door that blocked the entrance to the base control center. It slid to the side with a pneumatic hiss as the two men approached, and allowed them entry into the large control room.

Her fists clenched, Commander Hogh stood in front of a monitor wall, and stared at the black spherical starship that the screens showed from various angles. It was enveloped in white shreds of clouds and a glowing tail of ionized air streamed behind it.

The Beasts had already penetrated the atmosphere.

Delaine Hogh turned her head slightly and looked at Paronn. Her face was ashen. Horror flickered in her eyes.

"The KOLOSCH blew up," she murmured. "The crew and more than a thousand men, women, and children ... simply gone in a second."

Paronn felt a fleeting twinge of guilt. Up to now he had not wasted a thought on Thore Bardon's crew and the refugees who had been on board the heavy cruiser when it was destroyed by the Beasts. Did that mean he was cold-hearted, an insensitive fanatic completely wrapped up in himself?

No, he told himself. Not cold-hearted, just logical. All these brave men and women may have died, but with the time machine I can reawaken them to new life ...

But he could only use the time machine if he succeeded in transporting it to Lemur and determining how to operate it. That was impossible without the KOLOSCH. Either they would die in the fire of the Beast ship's cannons or in the fire of the atomic destruction eating away at the planet.

Desperation tightened his throat.

His every instinct rebelled against the hopelessness of their situation, and he thought again of the Twelfth Hero's prophetic words. Vehraáto had been convinced that he would accomplish the mission given to him, so he would not fail no matter how dark the situation seemed.

There had to be a way out!

But no matter how feverishly he thought—every scenario led to certain death.

"Does the base have a defense system? Gun emplacements? Impulse cannons?"

Hogh shook her head hopelessly. "This is a civil installation, not a military outpost. Our best protection was the fact that no one suspected that the base even existed."

Paronn spat a curse.

He watched on the vidscreens as the Beast ship slowed, approaching in a vertical descent to the mountain where the Suen station was hidden. Apparently the enemy had discovered the base. He wondered helplessly how long the solid rock would stand up to a barrage from the interval cannons. Probably no longer than a few seconds. The five-dimensional impact fronts would smash the stone and leave the base in rubble and ashes, along with the crew and the time machine that now would never see use.

In any event, death would come quickly.

His shoulders sagged.

Velsath had been right. They were doomed. The Twelfth Hero must have been mistaken about Paronn, as inconceivable as that might be. He would not accomplish any great deeds, he would not be able to change the fate of the Lemurian people. Instead he would meet death on this remote planet in the 87th Tamanium, far from the home world.

He heard Velsaths's gasping breaths behind him, interrupted by a murmured prayer. He wished that he too could believe in the old gods of Lemur and find comfort in them.

But the old gods had betrayed Lemur. And they were doing nothing to save Levian Paronn, the Great Tamanium's last hope, from certain death.

Suddenly the black spacesphere came to a stop at the foot of the mountain. It hung over the valley floor, enveloped in its impenetrable paratron shield. Paronn believed for an euphoric moment that he had been mistaken, that the Beasts had not discovered the base after all.

But then a hatch opened in the black steel of the hull and two four-armed figures in black battlesuits floated out. They landed on the stony soil and stormed up the slope that led to the Suen base's entrance.

Seconds later, they disappeared from the cameras' view.

Paronn continued to stare at the spacesphere on the monitors.

They don't want to destroy the base, he realized, they want to take it over! Does that mean they know about the time machine? Or are they simply following their killer instinct like those Beasts that landed in the city to massacre the civilian population?

Whatever the case, the time machine must not fall into their hands!

"They want to break into the base," he said to Delaine Hogh. "Pass out weapons to the crew. It will be a hard battle, but we'll win it."

He had attempted to give his voice an optimistic sound, but the commander looked at him in disbelief.

"It's no use. We don't have a chance." She shook her head in despair.

Paronn swore and grabbed her by the shoulders. "Don't give up the fight before it's begun!" he snapped. "Every person in this Lahmu-damned base is going to fight and anyone who won't will be shot by me personally! Do you understand me?"

Intimidated, she nodded and he let go of her. As Hogh stepped to the console and activated an alarm that howled loudly through the underground base, Paronn turned away. The anger over the commander's defeatism still churned within him, and he glared at Velsath.

"Are you also afraid of the coming battle?" he asked in a dangerously quiet voice.

His assistant swallowed. "You can depend on me, Technad. I will defend the time machine with my life."

Paronn accepted the answer with satisfaction, and admired Velsath for the courage he showed. After all that he had suffered from the Beasts, Paronn would not have been surprised if Velsath had crawled into some corner in a panic. But perhaps he saw in the coming battle a chance to take revenge on the Beasts.

The Technad and his assistant left the control room and hurried back to the time machine hall. The funnel-shaped converters had already been dismantled and stowed in the containers that waited in the wide corridor for transport. Ruun Lasoth and several of the station's technicians used an antigrav disc to raise a disassembled block of machinery from the lower level into the hall. They ignored the rising and falling siren tones that howled through the base. In one corner stood Donee, the weapons officer, observing the work with an expressionless face.

When Paronn came in, she immediately walked over to him. "Why has the alarm been sounded?" she asked.

"Two Beasts are attacking the base," Paronn replied. "We must prepare ourselves for a battle."

Donee merely nodded, without any change in expression, and automatically felt for the thermobeamer in the holster at her hip.

"And the KOLOSCH has been destroyed," Paronn added. "We no longer have any way to leave Torbutan."

"I understand," the weapons officer murmured. Her face still showed no sign of reaction. "If we have to die, we'll take some Beasts with us," she added grimly.

"P-perhaps," Velsath stuttered, "the situation isn't really so hopeless. I mean, it's still possible that some of the ships from the squadron survived the battle against the Beasts and will return in time to save us." He gestured helplessly. "We must not give up hope."

Paronn laid a hand on his shoulder. "No, we mustn't," he said earnestly.

From outside the doorway approaching footsteps could be heard. Half a dozen members of the station crew wearing gray battlesuits and armed with heavy thermobeam weapons burst in. Their leader, a tall, gangly man with ash-gray hair, came up to Paronn.

"Lieutenant Proda," he introduced himself tersely. "The commander ordered us to guard the hall. Your orders, Technad?"

"Proceed to the corridor intersection and defend it with your lives," Paronn told him. "No Beast can be allowed to reach the time machine."

"Understood," Proda said. He smiled coldly. "You can depend on us."

The crew members left the hall to take their positions. Paronn watched them go and their willingness to sacrifice themselves touched him. Tam Councilor Markam seemed to have chosen his people very carefully. Even in the face of death they showed no fear. Perhaps these men really would succeed in repulsing the Beasts.

His mood darkened again.

But even if they were victorious, there was still the atom fire that would reach the underground base in twelve, at most fourteen, hours and destroy it.

Levian Paronn straightened up. He drew his thermobeamer from its holster, checked its energy magazine, and prepared himself for his final battle.
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Between the double suns in the ash-filled sky of Torbutan, a third sun had blazed up. It glowed white at first but then fading after a few seconds, finally died away completely in the sooty haze. Only a thousand shooting stars, pieces of debris leaving glowing trails in the smoke-obscured sky, remained of the Lemurian heavy cruiser.

Looking at the virtual depiction of near-planetary space on the inner side of his helmet visor, Icho Tolot followed the course of the Halutian battlecruiser. With a spoken command he had his suit's built-in computer project the further progress of the ship's trajectory and found his fears confirmed.

The Beast ship was heading for the time teleporter complex in the western mountains.

His overbrain's cold thought impulses forced their way into his conscious mind. Either it will destroy the base or the crew plans to seize the time teleporter. Both alternatives are equally disastrous. You must not allow the teleporter to fall into the Beasts' hands. The consequences would be catastrophic.

Tolot could only agree with the overbrain's reasoning. The Beasts would have no scruples about using the time teleporter.

In all probability they will use the time machine to travel into Lemuria's past and destroy the planet before the Lemurians can become a galactic power, the overbrain added with the dispassionate tone that was its distinguishing characteristic. The consequences of such an action would be unimaginable for the Milky Way and the other galaxies in the Local Group. There would be no pacification of the Halutians, no Second Humanity, no Arkonides, Tefrodians, or other Lemurian descendants. There would be no positive development for IT's entire sphere of influence. The Halutians would then presumably rule the Local Group in the present on behalf of the criminal First Vibratory Power, whose orders they follow.

The overbrain then went silent. Either it had exhausted itself with its explanation or it recoiled from considering the further consequences of such a massive disruption of time's natural progression.

Tolot looked again at the sky, where a small black spot had appeared. It was flying towards the mountain range through the clouds of soot that overhung the eastern horizon. He immediately activated his battlesuit's deflector and sensory systems. The narrow ravine where he had concealed himself since digging his way out of the buried cave offered additional protection from discovery.

With long leaps he raced through the winding canyon and finally reached its end. The rubble of the demolished communications station still smoked. Columns of smoke also rose from the city to the west and the spaceport to the east.

The livid glow of the approaching atom fire threw the entire eastern horizon into a bloody light.

In twelve to fourteen hours, the mountain base will be burned to nothing, his overbrain informed him soberly. You must have taken control of the time teleporter by then or you will never leave this era.

However, this assumed that the Beasts would not destroy the underground base with the teleporter. And the com messages that Tolot had intercepted indicated to him that the Lemurians had dismantled the time machine, although their plan to transport it to Lemur on the now destroyed heavy cruiser KOLOSCH had failed.

They were marooned on Torbutan.

Just as he was.

I warned you. The overbrain's thought impulses seemed to express grim satisfaction even though any emotional reaction was alien to it. If you had listened to me and taken control of the time teleporter earlier, you would not find yourself in this hopeless situation.

Tolot muttered a rumbling curse and pressed himself instinctively against the rocky wall of the ravine. The black Beast ship, protected by its flickering paratron shield, floated over him in uncanny silence and onwards in the direction of the mountain base. It was a small battlecruiser with a diameter of not even one-hundred meters. If his information about the ancient Halutians was correct, such ships were completely automated and manned only by crews of one or two.

As the ship shrank to a dot in the distance, he turned towards the west as well and ran back through the winding valley that was bounded by steeply rising cliffs. At the end of the valley lay the burned-out wreck of the refugees' ship that he had seen shortly after his arrival. He slowed up as the Beasts' black ship came to a halt near the wreckage. It slowly descended until it was just above the ground, then hovered there in a stationary position.

Apparently they are not planning on destroying the base with their interval cannons, the overbrain observed.

Tolot took cover under a huge rock outcropping although the deflector field shielded him from scanners and curious eyes, and watched as two Beasts left the ship and stormed up the slope that led to the entrance of the time transmitter complex.

The worst alternative had become reality.

The Beasts were attempting to take over the mountain base. And if they took control of the time machine ...

You must prevent that from happening no matter what, the overbrain admonished him once more. The time teleporter must not fall into the Beasts' hands! Kill them before they distort the course of history beyond recognition.

Icho Tolot ran onwards.

He saw bright flashes of energy shooting down the slope at the Beasts and being diverted by their paratron shields into hyperspace. They answered the fire with their interval guns. Where the five-dimensional impact fronts struck, the rock was smashed and pulverized. Rock dust drifted in thick billows through the air and was blown away by the wind. The virtual display of the battle on the inner surface of his helmet visor showed Tolot a dozen armed Lemurians ducking behind rocks or in crevices near the main door of the base. They were continuously shooting at the charging Beasts with thermal and impulse beams.

But the four-armed giants could not be stopped. Protected by their flickering paratron shields, they advanced meter by meter and killed the entrenched Lemurians with robot-like precision. Finally they had eliminated the last defender and reached the massive armored door of the main entrance.

Tolot watched them fire at the closed door with their interval guns. It did not take long before the hardened steel crumbled away beneath the five-dimensional impact fronts. An opening appeared that was large enough for the Beasts to squeeze their way inside.

A moment later, they had vanished from Tolot's view and the range of his suit's sensors. He didn't hesitate any longer, and instead raced up the mountain slope, drawing his interval beamer from its holster as he ran. As he approached the breached armored door, he slowed his steps and studied the virtual battle depiction on the inner surface of his helmet visor.

Just beyond the door, everything was quiet. There were no energy signatures that indicated a battle with beam-weapons. Even so, he approached the jagged opening in the steel door with extreme caution and looked inside.

A dozen corpses lay in the large entrance hall. Fallen Lemurian soldiers who had been terribly maimed by the Beasts' interval guns. The four-armed giants had needed only seconds to eliminate the guards. The Lemurians had not had a chance against them.

What are you waiting for? the overbrain pressed him. Do something before it's too late!

Tolot squeezed through the hole in the armored door, strode across the large room that had been hollowed out of the surrounding rock, and came to the wide tunnel that led to the antigrav and emergency stairway shafts. From the depths rose muffled screams, drowned out by the roaring laughter of a Beast in a killing frenzy. With a dozen long leaps, Tolot reached the antigrav shafts. He saw that they had been turned off and access to the lower levels was blocked by horizontal hatch covers.

His gaze turned to the emergency stairway shaft. The door had been torn away with brute force and lay dented on the ground.

As he started down the stairs, the death screams from below grew louder. He descended the metal steps at a run, came across two more dead Lemurians and a smashed door on the next landing. He ran through the doorway into a wide, brightly lit corridor. The walls showed scorched impact holes. From the end of the passageway came the characteristic crackling of beam weapons.

Tolot stormed onwards, reached the next turn, and came to an abrupt stop.

A few meters ahead, one of the Beasts blocked the corridor. Enveloped in its paratron shield, it stood with its back to him and fired at a barricade of furniture and steel plates. Several Lemurians had taken cover behind it and were firing their thermobeamers at the enemy.

The blazing hot beams of energy were dispersed without any effect on contact with the Beast's protective shield. It roared with laughter and smashed a portion of the steel-plate barrier with a well-aimed interval blast. Two Lemurians crumpled, dead, while their comrades continued to fire without even making the Beast's paratron shield waver.

What is holding you back now? the overbrain's thought impulses demanded impatiently in Tolot's mind. Kill the Beast!

Tolot hesitated for a fraction of a second, then made his decision and turned off his deflector field. He suddenly became visible. The Lemurians' beam fire broke off as they discovered the presumed second Beast in the red battlesuit.

"I am your friend!" Tolot exclaimed in Lemurian. "Do not be afraid. I am on your side!"

The Beast in front of him whirled and glared at him in surprise with its red, glowing eyes. "Who are you?" it rumbled.

"I am the one who is going to kill you," Tolot replied in a roar and charged.

Astonished, the Beast took a step back and raised its interval gun, but Tolot was too fast. Before the Beast could fire, he had reached it and overloaded its paratron shield with his own energy field. Both force fields collapsed. Tolot knocked the gun out of the Beast's hand so hard that the weapon hit the wall with a crack. A discharge flash shot out from its energy magazine and burned a blistering scorch trail in the skin of the Beast's head.

It roared with anger and rage and hammered at him with all four fists. Tolot groaned under the powerful blows and threw his hands up to protect himself, but the Beast broke through his defenses and went on pounding him mercilessly.

The Lemurians behind the barricade at the end of the corridor were still not shooting. Utterly amazed, they watched the battle between their deadly enemies as though paralyzed by the inexplicable development.

Tolot managed to defend himself against the rapid-fire pounding of the fists and pressed his hand-beamer against the Beast's chest. Before he could shoot though, the Beast threw itself to one side. It hardened the molecular structure of its body in mid-leap, and struck the wall with a crash. Then it pushed itself away and rammed Tolot with enormous force.

He fell heavily to the floor and lost his hand-beamer. Meanwhile, the Lemurians had shaken off their paralysis and opened fire once more, but their thermobeams had no effect on the Beast thanks to its hardened bodily structure. It roared in fury and drew an arm-long vibro-knife from the leg-sheath on its black protective suit.

Then it attacked Tolot, surrounded by a lightning storm of thermo-rays from the Lemurians' weapons. It stabbed the vibrating blade at his eyes. Tolot jerked his head to the side and struck out with his upper pair of fists into the Beast's chest so that it stumbled back, and reached for the hand-beamer lying on the ground.

As his hand seized the grip, the Beast threw the vibro-knife. It bored through the resistant material of his battlesuit into his arm. Everything happened so fast that he had no time to solidify his molecular structure.

He bellowed in pain, let the hand-beamer fall, then snatched it up again with his upper left hand. Instinctively he spun around and saw the Beast charging him. Just before it reached him, he raised the beamer and fired.

The interval beam's five-dimensional impact front slammed into the Beast's chest head-on. It was knocked off its feet and hurled against the side wall of the corridor. Tolot kept firing until his opponent's hardened body structure gave way and the interval beam punched an ugly hole the size of his head in its chest.

Blood spurted from the wound in fountains, spraying the corridor. The Beast collapsed and stopped moving. Its eyes glazed over, staring at nothing.

Gasping, Tolot ceased fire.

It was dead.

The Lemurians at the end of the corridor shouted in triumph, but when Tolot turned towards them and raised his hand in a conciliatory gesture, they opened fire on him. Thermobeams sizzled past him and burned holes in the walls and the ceiling.

Hastily he reactivated his shield.

"I am a friend!" he called to the Lemurians. "I am fighting on your side! Don't you understand this?"

The answer consisted of a new salvo of thermobeams.

Tolot swore and drew back to the bend in the corridor.

It is useless, the overbrain informed him unnecessarily. You will not be able to convince them of your peaceful intentions.

Tolot chose not to reply. He pulled the vibro-knife out of his upper right arm and hardened the molecular structure of the wound to stop the bleeding. The burning pain eased at once, replaced by a dull numbness.

He listened but didn't hear any footsteps. The Lemurians apparently didn't dare leave the safety of their cover. Good. He nodded grimly. That saved him from having to fight against them and perhaps even having to kill them. In spite of the overbrain's skepticism, he still hoped to ally himself with the Lemurians.

With a quick glance he assured himself that his hand-beamer's energy magazine was still three-fourths charged. He then ran back to the emergency stairway shaft. Two landings lower, he came across three more corpses along with sooty burn trails and interval impact holes in the walls.

Screams shrilled from below.

Tolot increased his pace and stormed down the stairs with long leaps. The metal steps bent or broke entirely under his weight, but he ran onwards and finally reached the lowest level, where the hall with the time machine was located.

He had only to follow the screams and the sound of weapons to find his way to the large tunnel crossing, from which a corridor led to the hall.

The second Beast had seized a Lemurian soldier and with an effortless jerk broke his spine. Two other men already lay dead with contorted limbs on the floor. Three others pressed themselves against the wall a few meters away and fired at the Beast with their thermobeamers.

The four-armed monster only laughed and hurled the dead soldier at his comrades.

Tolot looked past the Beast and the soldiers to the end of the wide tunnel. Behind a barrier of hastily assembled steel plates were stacked boxes and containers in front of the door to the time machine hall. At least a dozen Lemurians had taken cover behind the plates and waited with drawn weapons for the enemy's attack.

"I am a friend!" Tolot called to them in a thundering voice. "The Beasts are also my enemies. I have come to help you!"

From behind a container appeared a familiar face: bushy eyebrows under smooth, black hair that had been combed back, stone-gray eyes, sharply defined features. It was the face of the man that he had already seen on the monitor in the communications station.

The Lemurian seemed to look piercingly at him. In relief, Tolot saw him making an imperious, dismissive gesture when the men at his side aimed their thermobeam guns at the new arrival. Obediently they lowered their weapons.

Did that mean he had finally convinced the Lemurians of his peaceful intentions?

A loud bellow drew his attention to the Beast again. It had thrown itself at the three Lemurian soldiers and crushed them with its hardened body that weighed tons. Now it turned to Tolot. Its lips parted in a cold smile and exposed a predator's shining teeth.

"I don't know who you are," it rumbled, "or why you are fighting on the side of the Time Criminals. But I will kill you for this unforgivable crime."

"Many have already tried," Tolot calmly replied, "and all have failed."

The Beast attacked. Tolot shot at it with his hand-beamer and watched in satisfaction as the impact distorted its paratron shield. A second later the Beast had reached him. Their energy shields collided and collapsed in a crackling lightning storm. Before Tolot could press the trigger of his beamer again, the Beast's fist struck him. He groaned. A kick knocked the beamer out of his hand. The weapon flew through the air, slid across the floor for several meters, and came to a stop near the corpses of the Lemurian soldiers.

Tolot stumbled back under the force of the blows and tried desperately to block the fists, but they beat on him so rapidly that the Beast's movements were a blur. Tolot hardened his molecular structure but the Beast did the same, and its fists struck like hammer blows.

Then it seized his upper arms and threw him against the wall. Under the force of his impact, the plasteel twisted and tore in several places. Numbed, Tolot raised his arms and blocked several punches. He managed to drive the Beast back a few meters with a series of well-aimed blows against its hemispherical head.

Its thundering, mocking laughter died away. Hatred flared in its red eyes. It reached back, tore its interval gun away from the magnetic belt holder, and aimed at Tolot. But the brief separation had been enough to reactivate Tolot's paratron shield, and the force field diverted the interval discharge into hyperspace. The Beast's own shield also formed itself again.

Tolot didn't hesitate for another moment. He threw himself at his opponent and made its force field collapse again. In the next moment, a stunning blow struck his head that left him temporarily numb despite his hardened bodily structure. He reeled and was hit again and again. The Beast's fists hammered several times at the wound in his arm, and livid pain made him cry out.

The Beast laughed once more and intensified its attack. Tolot's numbness increased. Dizziness overcame him. He felt pain in his entire body, and his strength ebbed away. Tolot fell backwards to the floor and was too exhausted to leap back up immediately. Violently powerful kicks knocked him against the wall. Through the red spots that danced in front of his eyes, he saw his hand-beamer lying on the floor, barely a meter away. More kicks slammed into him, striking his upper body and his head.

Without his molecularly hardened body structure, his bones would have already been shattered and his head crushed. Even so, he felt closer to death than to life.

"Filthy traitor!" the Beast roared. "Your end has come!"

He blurrily saw the vibro-knife's blade flash in the Beast's hand. It stabbed down. At the last moment, Tolot jerked his head to one side and the vibrating blade bored its way deep into the plasteel floor. The Beast needed a second to pull the weapon out again, and Tolot took advantage of the moment. Despite the throbbing pain in his body, he rolled over, grabbed his hand-beamer, raised it, aimed at the Beast, and fired.

It was slammed against the wall by the interval beam and bellowed with pain as its black suit crumbled away and its hardened upper body was pulverized. Its scream broke off and it fell crashing to the floor. A last shudder ran through its mighty limbs, then it stiffened.

Tolot gasped. The beamer fell from his powerless hand. He knew that he had to stand up and speak with the Lemurians to convince them of his peaceful intentions, but he didn't have the strength. Shadows seethed in front of his eyes. A moan escaped from his lips.

He heard approaching steps, but he still couldn't move.

"Don't kill it," said a voice that was accustomed to giving orders. "Bring a restraining field projector here. Hurry!"

The steps came closer and then paused at his side. A heavy thermobeam gun protruded into his range of vision, followed by a sharply featured face with gray eyes and bushy eyebrows beneath smooth, black, combed-back hair. The face of the man that he had seen before on the monitor in the communications station before it blew up.

Again that face seemed familiar to him, and while he fought against the weakness in his limbs, he tried to think of where he had seen this man before.

On Xölyar in the Blue System, his overbrain informed him, the central system of the Akonian Empire. This man called himself Achab ta Mentec there and was a fleet officer.

Tolot was so surprised that for a moment he forgot his pain. He heard pounding steps, then several men came up to Mentec, apparently dragging something heavy with them. Another face appeared in his range of vision, the face of a woman.

"Here is the restraining field projector, Technad Paronn," she said.

Tolot gave a start. Paronn! Achab ta Mentec was Levian Paronn, the builder of the star arks!

He wanted to open his mouth and speak to Paronn, but he suddenly felt a pressure on his entire body as the restraining field projector was activated and enveloped him in an impenetrable force field bubble. He could no longer move, only breathe shallowly.

Then the exertions of his recent battles caught up with him.

Icho Tolot lost consciousness.
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They had won the battle against the ancient enemy but the triumph was bitter and carried within it the seeds of defeat. The atom fire in the east was continuing to eat its ceaseless way onwards and would reach the Suen base in the very near future, and they had no spacecraft in which to flee the doomed world. Their hope that the squadron's heavy cruisers would return to Torbutan and rescue them diminished with each passing minute. The nineteen ships had probably been destroyed by the Beasts.

It's hopeless, Levian Paronn thought bleakly. We are as good as dead.

He had taken off his protective suit and sat wearing civilian clothing on a box in the time machine hall. Through narrowed eyes, he regarded the Beast from the future as it lay on an antigrav disc, enveloped in the invisible chains of the restraining field. It breathed shallowly and regularly, still unconscious and bleeding from a wound in its arm.

Hesitantly, Paronn lifted the shock rod and touched the four-armed giant's motionless body with it. The electric discharge made the Beast jerk and with a choked cry it abruptly opened its eyes. For a moment, it stared into emptiness, then focused its gaze on Paronn.

The Technad had expected to see hatred in its eyes, cold anger, or heated frenzy, but all he found were mild surprise and alert interest.

"I know you," the Beast rumbled. "You are Levian Paronn, the builder of the star arks."

Paronn blinked, shocked. "You ... you know me?" he asked in incomprehension.

"I know you from the future," the Beast confirmed, "55,000 years from now."

Paronn's heart beat quickly and loudly. He didn't know how much he could trust and believe the Beast. True, it had not shown any hostile intentions so far, and had even supported the Lemurians in battle against others of its kind. But its helpfulness could also be a trick, part of a refined plan to lead them into destruction.

Then he thought again of the atom fire and their imminent end in a nuclear blaze, and found himself shaking his head. They were lost in any event. The Beast had no reason to deceive him. They were all in the same boat, and if it did in fact come from the future, it had to know if he had fulfilled his destiny and saved the Great Tamanium by venturing into the past.

"I am Icho Tolot," the Beast said, "and I am a friend of the Lemurians, not an enemy."

"A Beast who is a friend of the Lemurians," Paronn replied with puzzlement. "I must admit that I find that difficult to believe."

He leaned forward and the egg-shaped Cell Activator that he wore on a chain around his neck slipped out from the top of his shirt.

The Beast's eyes widened. "A Cell Activator!" he rumbled in surprise. "So you are an Immortal?"

Paronn was at a loss for words. He stared at the Beast and reached unconsciously for the Activator to conceal it under his shirt again.

The Beast interpreted his gesture correctly. "Don't worry," he said in a low voice. "Your secret is in good hands with me. I am also an Immortal. Like you, I carry an Activator, although it is a different model."

"But where ... how can you ... " Paronn raised his hands in confusion. He had never told anyone about the Cell Activator. It was a secret between him and the Twelfth Hero. Yet this Beast spoke of it matter-of-factly, as though it was common knowledge.

"A being called IT gave me my Cell Activator," Tolot replied. "I assume that you also received your device from IT."

Paronn shook his head numbly. An inner voice admonished him to be careful and tell the Beast nothing about the Twelfth Hero and his fateful mission. But another, louder voice urged him to do just that. It was absurd, but he had the overwhelming feeling that he could trust this Icho Tolot.

In a low voice he described his meeting with the Twelfth Hero and the mission that he had been given. It was an enormous relief to finally speak about it, to share this secret with someone, even if that someone was a Beast and thus the feared and hated enemy.

When he was finished, Tolot looked at him sympathetically. "I understand," he rumbled. "This Vehraáto must have been IT. No other explanation is possible."

"Who is IT?" Paronn asked, not comprehending.

The four-armed giant smiled. "A Superintelligence. A being on a higher level of development, the guardian and mentor of a sphere of influence that consists of the galaxies of the Local Group."

The explanation increased Paronn's confusion even more. Tolot noticed it.

"But that isn't important now," he continued reassuringly. "What's important is only that IT frequently intervenes in the lives of us lower beings. And that IT gave you a Cell Activator proves how significant IT considers your mission. Perhaps IT wants to give the Lemurians a second chance through you and the star arks ... Yes, that's conceivable."

"What are the star arks?" Paronn asked, puzzled.

"Generation ships that will cross the galaxy for more than 50,000 years in dilation flight. You will travel into the past, to the era before the Lemurians develop faster than light space travel, and build the arks. The seed of your people will survive on board these ships. That must be the mission Vehraáto—IT—spoke of." Tolot's voice now sounded imploring. "That is the great deed you will accomplish and on which the fate of the Lemurians depends ... "

Paronn was so agitated that he leaped up from the box and paced nervously back and forth. "But that isn't the plan!" he exclaimed, overwhelmed once more by distrust. Perhaps the Beast really had come to this time only to divert him from his mission, to thwart the salvation of the realm. "My task is to prevent the fall of the Lemurian empire by annihilating the Beasts before they destroy the Great Tamanium!"

"That is not possible, Levian Paronn," Tolot replied evenly. "The course of history has flowed in a different direction."

Paronn stopped in mid-stride and glared at the Beast. "I can change history with the time machine. I will go back into the past just before the outbreak of the war and give the Lemurians construction data for modern ships and weapons systems. That way the Beasts' empire can be defeated before they develop their devastating interval cannons and superior paratron technology."

"You are mistaken," Tolot told him. "The opposite is the case. If you did in fact carry out this plan, you would only accelerate the fall of the Lemurian empire. It will probably even be impossible to evacuate the Lemurians to Karahol as a result."

Paronn gasped for breath. "But ... "

"The Beasts are only the henchmen of the First Vibratory Power, which possesses highly advanced technology," Tolot interrupted coolly. "If the Beasts encounter strong resistance in the opening phase of the war, the First Vibratory Power will equip them with paratron technology even sooner. The Lemurians will then be defeated more quickly, with disastrous consequences for this galaxy and Karahol. I'm sorry, Paronn, but the fate of your people is sealed."

"No," he gasped, shaking his head violently. "There must be a way to save the Great Tamanium. If the Beasts are only henchmen, as you say, then I will just make a preventive strike on this First Vibratory Power in the past. I will wipe it out before the Beasts start the war."

"Even that is impossible," Tolot replied, his voice gentle. "The First Vibratory Power is located in another galaxy, out of reach of your starships."

With sagging shoulders, Paronn sank back down on the box. He didn't know why, but he believed and trusted this Beast even though there was still a voice inside of him warning that this was a trick, a trap. Discouraged, he lowered his head.

"Then everything was in vain," he murmured. "This mission, the many men and women who died ... all for nothing."

"You will travel into the past and build the star arks," the four-armed giant repeated. "That is your mission and it will be successful. You will preserve the legacy of the Lemurians and ensure that they have a second chance after more than 50,000 years."

Paronn looked at Tolot with tears in his eyes. "But the Beasts will triumph," he whispered.

"No, they will not," Tolot replied. "In a few years, in the end stage of the war, Lemurian scientists will succeed in developing a pacification weapon and use it on the Beast worlds. The Psychogenic-Regenerator will transform the bloodthirsty Beasts into peaceful beings who renounce war. Like me."

He was silent for a moment.

"In the end, the Lemurians will triumph, for the benefit of the entire galaxy. You must not prevent that outcome, Levian Paronn. The repercussions would be catastrophic."

The Lemurian and the Beast looked at each other. Paronn was dizzy from what he had heard, the confusing and shocking information that the four-armed giant had given him. He would in fact journey into the past and save the Lemurians, even if that salvation would be different from what he had envisaged. He had to pry more details about his mission and these arks from Tolot so he wouldn't make any mistakes, but at the moment there were more important things to do.

"You do know that an atom fire is approaching the base, don't you?" he asked the Beast. "And that we don't have any spaceship available to save us and the time machine?"

"I am aware of that," Tolot rumbled. "But there is one ship we can use to leave the planet. The Beasts' ship."

"It's surrounded by an impenetrable paratron shield," Paronn said, shaking his head. "A scouting party that went close to it was killed by its on-board weapons."

"I am not a Lemurian," the Beast reminded him. "With a little luck, the ship's computer will recognize me as authorized."

Paronn hesitated. If he released Tolot from the restraining field and the Beast in fact managed to gain control of the black spacesphere—what could then prevent it from leaving Torbutan without taking the Lemurians and the time machine on board? Of course, this Beast behaved completely differently from others of its kind and seemed to have honest intentions. Even so, there was still the possibility that it was all part of some sinister plot. A sophisticated plan devised in the future and carried out by this time-traveling Beast to sabotage his mission ...

"You must trust me," Tolot said calmly. "Or we will all die on this planet."

Trust a Beast ... His instinct rebelled against it although his reason insisted on it. As Tolot had said, the alternative was dying on Torbutan. He had to take the risk—and take appropriate security measures.

He took a deep breath. "Very well," he said lowly. "I will trust you ... for the time being. As soon as you have the ship under your control, we will have to talk further. I have a great many questions. I want to learn everything about the future, about these star arks and my mission. And if I get the feeling that I'm being lied to ... "

"I do not lie," the Beast rumbled. "I am on your side, Levian Paronn."

The Technad pressed his lips together and stepped to the restraining field projector. His finger paused for a moment over the off button, then pressed it deep into its sheath. The restraining field was extinguished. The Beast was free. Paronn held his breath as it slowly stood up, a giant that towered over him by more than a meter.

This was the crucial moment.

If the Beast had deceived him, it would now kill him.

"You acted correctly," Tolot said. He turned to the door. "Let's go. Time is getting short." Levian Paronn followed the giant with a pounding heart, once more plagued by doubts and at the same time filled with new hope that in the end his mission would be successful after all.
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As Icho Tolot had expected, the Beasts' ship was secured only with a simple recognition system based on the ancient Halutians' biological characteristics. The ship's positronic accepted him immediately as authorized when he approached the flickering paratron shield and created an opening in the structure of the force field through which he could pass.

Before he stepped through the opening, he turned once again towards Levian Paronn and the squad of soldiers that had accompanied him to the foot of the mountain and remained behind at a safe distance. Standing in front of the colossal rocky slope, Paronn seemed small and insignificant. It was hard for Tolot to believe that this man in particular had been given a Cell Activator by IT in order to give the Lemurians a second chance by means of the star arks.

But the ways of IT were unfathomable, and the Superintelligence possibly had additional plans for Paronn and the crews of the star arks in the future.

These are useless speculations, his overbrain admonished him. And even if everything indicates that the Twelfth Hero really was IT, you cannot be certain. The Cell Activator alone is not sufficient evidence. After all, the Masters of the Island had Cell Activators that did not originate with IT.

Tolot chose not to reply and activated his red battlesuit's communicator.

"I am entering the ship now," he said into the helmet microphone. "As soon as I confirm that there is no danger, I will turn off the paratron shield."

"Very well," replied Paronn's voice from the receiver. His voice sounded raw with suppressed tension and Tolot could see that his companions held their weapons ready to fire. "We are waiting."

The Halutian turned and with stamping steps approached the globe-shaped spaceship floating just above the ground. When he stood beneath the hatch in the ship's flattened bottom, he called loudly, "Open!"

For a moment nothing happened, and he was afraid that he needed a special entrance authorization, perhaps based on a voice pattern, but then the massive hatch slid to the side. An antigrav field seized him and carried him into the airlock.

It didn't take long for him to reach the control center and familiarize himself with the technical systems. Despite the separation of more than 50,000 years, the technology of his bloodthirsty ancestors didn't differ significantly from that employed by modern Halutians.

That is evidence of Halutian stagnation, his overbrain told him critically. Apparently the Psychogenic Regenerator not only pacified the Halutians but dulled their drive for innovation and development. At least in a technological sense.

That is nonsense, Tolot replied angrily. In reality, we have developed our science and technology to a point where improvements are no longer possible. Our technology is perfect and the apparent stagnation is actually a pause at an optimal state of development.

The overbrain accepted his retort without comment, although Tolot sensed its skepticism. Annoyed, he pressed his lips together and concentrated on the ship's systems. A brief scan of the entire ship confirmed what he had suspected—there were no other crew members on board. The two Beasts had been the entire crew on this fully automated starship.

He deactivated the paratron shield and contacted Levian Paronn with his communicator again. The Lemurian thanked him for his help, and the tone of his voice indicated that he had doubted Tolot's honesty up to this point.

You will have to go on living with these doubts, his overbrain remarked. Not all Lemurians are as unprejudiced and rational as Paronn. Their fear of the Beasts and their hatred for the old enemy will continue to cause you great difficulties.

"Difficulties are like a tonic for me," Tolot murmured.

One of the vidscreens showed the entrance to the subterranean Suen base. It opened and the first cargo gliders carrying the components of the disassembled time machine floated out. Tolot half-turned and looked at another monitor. The atom fire in the east had eaten its way further. The entire horizon seemed to be in flames. Thick, black clouds of smoke hung in the sky, and ashes drifted in ragged billows through air heavy with poisonous steam.

He estimated that at most another five or six hours remained to them until the smoke, the gases, and the intensive heat made survival in this location on the planet impossible. An hour later, the atom fire would devour the city and the mountain with the base.

Enough time to carry out the evacuation.

As long as no other Beast ships appeared.

Tolot activated the ship's hyperdetectors and scanned nearby interplanetary space. With relief he determined that the Torbu System was empty. There were neither ancient Halutian nor Lemurian spacecraft within the boundaries of the system. A further scan of the interstellar neighborhood alleviated his concerns completely.

He watched on the vidscreens as the glider column approached. He then turned his command chair as the massive control center door opened with a hiss and Levian Paronn came in, followed by two other Lemurians. One was Ruun Lasoth, one of the leading chrono-scientists of the Great Tamanium, and the other was Merhon Velsath, Paronn's scientific assistant.

Velsath avoided looking at Tolot openly and remained standing next to the hatchway in the wall, his hand at the thermopistol holster on his hip. Tolot almost thought he could smell the fear that tormented him, and found his reaction disheartening.

No matter what he did, the Lemurians thoroughly distrusted him and continued to fear him. For them he was a Beast, a mass-murdering enemy.

Lasoth, on the other hand, regarded him with alert curiosity, although fear shone in his eyes and the physical nearness of the four-armed giant visibly disturbed him.

"I don't need you here for the moment," Paronn said to his two companions. "Go oversee the loading of the time machine, and inform me as soon as all the containers and the base crew are on board." He glanced at the vidscreen that showed the hellish inferno of the atom fire on the horizon, and shuddered. "I don't want to remain on Torbutan a second longer than necessary."

"Of course," Lasoth murmured obediently and turned towards the hatchway.

Merhon Velsath didn't move from where he stood, however. "Are you certain, Technad?" he asked in a loud, shrill voice that betrayed his inner tension. He swallowed and continued to avoid looking directly at Tolot. "Perhaps one of us should stay with you ... for security reasons ... "

"You do not need to fear me," Tolot interrupted, trying to speak with a reassuring tone. "I am on your side."

Paronn nodded. He looked at Velsath sympathetically and added, "It's all right, Merhon. This Beast is a friend. You can leave without having to worry."

The scientific assistant didn't seem convinced, but after a last hesitation he left the control center with Lasoth. The door slid shut behind them with a hiss. Paronn sank into the second of the huge seats that were designed for Halutian proportions and made him seem like a dwarf.

"My people still have reservations about you," he said, continuing to look at the vidscreen showing the atom fire. "I can't blame them. I find it difficult myself to trust a Beast."

"Trust is a matter of time and experience," Tolot rumbled. "I understand your distrust. After a hundred years of bloody war, any other reaction would be a miracle."

Paronn was silent for a moment. Tolot saw something in his face but couldn't interpret the expression.

"I still can't believe that it isn't possible to change the outcome of the war by intervening in the past," the Technad finally said. "All our efforts ... in vain. The sacrifices that we made ... pointless. And the mission of the Twelfth Hero ... "

"It was not specified, if I recall your words correctly," Tolot interrupted. "And the construction of the star arks is a great historical achievement of crucial importance for the Lemurians." He leaned towards Paronn and continued insistently. "You will travel to the year 4500 dha-Tamar and build the star arks. That is your mission, and it will be successful. I come from the future and I know this. With the star arks the seed of the Lemurian people will endure the millennia. It can bloom anew and grow back to its old greatness, and that will be your service, and yours alone."

Paronn nodded reflectively. "I believe you," he whispered. "I don't know why, but I trust you. Now tell me about the future, tell me about the arks ... "

And Icho Tolot did. He told him of the discovery of the arks NETHACK ACHTON and ACHATI UMA, of the crash of the LEMCHA OVIR in the Ichest System. He also told him of the ancient Akonian base with the anti-Beast weapon, and he noticed how that detail made Paronn's eyes light up. But of course, a weapon that could be used to destroy the Beasts would arouse the interest of any Lemurian, and he didn't consider that reaction as having any further significance. He recounted the incidents in the Blue System of the Akonians, such as his encounter with Paronn in his disguise of Achab ta Mentec. He spoke of Paronn's diary, which had fallen into the hands of Rhodan's team as fragments. And he told the Lemurian about the events in the Gorbas System, about the Beasts who were plotting something there, and about the time machine through which he, Tolot, had traveled into the past.

The Technad listened silently, with a fascinated, astonished expression, and absorbed every detail. When Tolot was finished, he reached for his Cell Activator and turned it thoughtfully between his fingers.

"It's unbelievable that I will live so long ... more than 50,000 years ... " he murmured.

"You will spend a large portion of that time in dilation flight on board the star ark ACHATI UMA," Tolot replied. "Subjectively, much less time will pass for you. But you are basically immortal. You can live forever if you are wise and careful."

Paronn looked at him directly. "And the Beasts who have appeared again in your time ... How is that possible? Didn't you say that at the end of the war we succeeded in transforming them into peaceful beings?"

"That is correct," Tolot confirmed. "I don't have any explanation for it. But Perry Rhodan will take care of that," he added grimly. "He will eliminate the danger from the Beasts."

"Is this Perry Rhodan also an Immortal?"

"He was one of the first," the Halutian told him. "And he is a Terran, a member of the Second Humanity that came after the Lemurians."

Despite the admonishment from his overbrain not to reveal too much to Paronn about the future, he told him of the rise of the Second Humanity to a galactic power and its encounters with other interstellar races: the Arkonides and the Akonians, the Springers and the Aras, and the Tefrodians in the neighboring galaxy of Karahol, which in his time was called Andromeda.

When Tolot was finished, Paronn shook his head overwhelmed. "It's all so ... fantastic," he whispered, "so incredible. So the Beasts didn't manage to destroy the Lemurians completely. We live on in these other peoples ... "

"But these other peoples have forgotten their Lemurian legacy," the Halutian answered. "That is why it is so important that you build the star arks and save the Lemurians in the future. I am convinced that the Twelfth Hero expected exactly that of you when he gave you the Cell Activator. You must not disappoint him."

Paronn nodded slowly, and Tolot had the impression that he had finally convinced him. He suppressed a sigh of relief, thinking of the probably catastrophic results of Paronn's original planned intervention in the past. He would have changed the future so radically that it was impossible to imagine all the consequences of these changes.

You must still be careful, his overbrain spoke up once more. This man is desperate. He might still possibly attempt to save the Lemurian empire by meddling with the time stream.

The Technad's com-wristband hummed. He activated the Receive function. It was Merhon Velsath.

"All crates and containers have been loaded," announced the muffled voice of the scientific assistant from the micro-speaker. "The base crew is now entirely on board."

"Excellent!" Paronn said. "Then there is nothing more to prevent us from leaving. You and Ruun Lasoth will report to the control center at once." He nodded to Tolot. "We can take off."

The Halutian turned his seat and bent over the controls. As completely automatic as the ship was, it was no problem to make the required preparations for taking off. On the vidscreens, the blackness of the smoke and the billows of ash had grown thicker. Sparks danced in the dark clouds, and on the burning horizon tongues of flame licked the hazy sky. The outside temperature had risen to more than forty degrees Centigrade.

After a final look at the hellish panorama, Tolot increased the output of the antigrav generators. The black spacecraft rose slowly into the sky and left behind the mountain with the Suen Project base that was doomed to destruction. Seconds later, the ship shot through the cloud deck. However, even at that altitude the haze of soot and ashes rising from the atomic blaze as it unrelentingly devoured the planet's crust was noticeable.

One of the monitors showed him that the sea of fire had already reached the spaceport. The wrecks of the Lemurian ships sank gradually into the seething, blazing mass.

Tolot continued to accelerate.

A short time later, the black spacecraft had passed through the upper layers of the atmosphere and was shooting into space beyond.

The door opened and Ruun Lasoth and Merhon Vesath entered the control center. Tolot sensed Velsath's penetrating gaze in his back but he didn't turn around. The scientific assistant's hatred and the fear that he concealed behind it were almost physically perceptible.

You must keep an eye on that Velsath, his overbrain warned him. He is emotionally unstable and could become a danger if Paronn loses control over him. Always bear in mind that in spite of everything you are a Beast to the Lemurians, the terrible old enemy.

Thank you for the reminder, Tolot replied ironically. Without your friendly words I would have surely forgotten that.

The overbrain was silent. As always, irony was lost on it.

Tolot activated the impulse engines. Thanks to the powerful gravity-absorbers he felt no G-forces as the black spacecraft quickly accelerated and put increasingly more distance between it and the burning planet.

"No other ships in range of the hyperdetectors," he announced after a glance at the displays. "All on-board systems are operating flawlessly. The semispace engines' storage banks are one-hundred percent charged."

He saw Levian Paronn relax. Apparently the Technad had feared a Beast attack up until the last second. Tolot curled his lips in a joyless smile. When they reached the Apsu System, they would have to worry more about the Lemurians than the Beasts.

Flying into the heavily defended central system of the Lemurian Empire was a risky undertaking.

"Very well," Levian Paronn said, his determination making his voice sound louder than usual. "We will set course for the Apsu System. Maximum velocity. I want to reach our destination as quickly as possible."

Without a word, Tolot activated the semispace engines.

Seconds later, the double-star system of Torbu disappeared from the vidscreens and gave way to the red streaks of the intermediate dimension.

They were on the way to Lemur.
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The cabin into which Levian Paronn had retired was designed for a Beast, and he seemed like a small child on the gigantic, bulky couch. In the background rumbled the impulse engines and the semispace drive's Hyperdim converter. With each minute, each light-year put behind them, the Apsu System grew closer, as did the completion of his fateful mission.

Up to now, the flight had proceeded without incident, but with each pause between the semispace stages, there was a threat of discovery by the Beasts—or worse, by a Lemurian squadron. A lone Beast ship would be considered easy prey.

Paronn lay on the couch, stared at the high ceiling, and tried to calm his churning emotions, but he didn't succeed. Exhilaration alternated with deep depression, righteous anger gave way to pessimistic desperation.

He would not be able to save the Great Tamanium.

His great plan, born of desperation, changing the course of history by going back into the past, could not be accomplished.

The Lemurian people was doomed. Lemuria would fall, sink beneath the waves of the ocean, and it would not be long until no one remembered it any more.

That was the most terrible of all possibilities, even though in the end the Lemurians would still vanquish the Beasts and turn them into peaceful beings, if Tolot had told the truth.

The question was, could he trust this Beast from the future? Who could guarantee that it wasn't feeding him false or incomplete information in order to manipulate him by subtle means? And even if what it had said about the course of history and the situation in a future more than 50,000 years away was true—perhaps the time mission still could be carried out.

Perhaps Tolot only wanted to prevent the shape of time from being changed and thus giving the future a new form.

Reflectively, Paronn reached for his Cell Activator and thought of what the Beast had said about the being called IT. Perhaps a Superintelligence did in fact hide behind the Twelfth Hero, helpfully intervening in the Lemurians' fortunes. Even so, that didn't change anything about the significance of his mission. Just the opposite. It only made it all the more pressing and important.

A highly advanced entity that had simultaneous access to the past, present, and future must have had a good reason to make him an immortal. It could only mean that he—somehow—would be successful, because IT knew, after all, how coming events would play out.

Paronn sighed.

Tolot's description of the star arks that he would construct deep in the past and send on a dilation flight lasting for thousands of years was unquestionably fascinating. That scenario at least explained the Cell Activator. He would have to be immortal to be able to accompany one of the arks all the way to its destination. He would also have to have immortal helpers to guide the other arks as well.

From Tolot's viewpoint, all that had already happened. He had built the arks and successfully sent them on their long journey. So he would be able to make other Cell Activators as well.

But did that necessarily mean his original plan couldn't be carried out?

Everything within him yearned to destroy the Beasts completely and save the Great Tamanium. The Lemurians might be able to transform the Beasts into peaceful beings in the end by means of the Psychogenic Regenerator, but that wasn't enough for him. It was too little, much too little. After all the spilled blood, the massacres and terrible devastation. After all the horrible things they had done to the Lemurians, they had earned death.

All of them, without exception.

And hadn't Tolot himself said that the Beasts would become active again in the distant future? That meant their pacification hadn't been one-hundred percent successful. They still represented a danger. They were still out for war.

They had to be wiped out.

There was no other solution.

And he already had an idea how he could eliminate the old enemy.

The Anti-Beast Weapon in the Ichest System and the time machine on Gorbas were the means he could employ to exterminate the four-armed monsters. He just had to revise his original plan a little, and think on a larger scale.

Excitement gripped Levian Paronn. He leaped up from the massive couch and paced back and forth in the undecorated cabin.

First, he must follow exactly the scenario that Tolot had described in order not to make the Beast suspicious. He couldn't afford having his plans ruined at the last moment. So he would go back in time to the year 4500 dha-Tamar, build the star arks over the course of a century, and then go with them on the long dilation flight. Everything would proceed in accordance with the course of events on Icho Tolot's future time line.

But later, when he assumed the identity of the Akonian Achab ta Mentec, he would secretly gather information. About the mysterious First Vibratory Power that Tolot had mentioned and which was the master of the Beasts. He would discover the intergalactic position of its home system, and learn about the propulsion technologies that were used to cross the enormous gulfs between the galaxies.

And when the right time came, he would go to the Ichest System and appropriate the Anti-Beast Weapon for himself. With that weapon and the assembled data about the First Vibratory Power, he would use the time machine on Gorbas to go back to the year 6290, thirty years before the outbreak of the war. He would hand the weapon and the information over to the Lemurian fleet command and push for a comprehensive armaments program. So, when the Beasts attacked, the Lemurians would be ready.

They would utterly destroy the enemy with the Anti-Beast Weapon and at the same time send a fleet to the home system of the First Vibratory Power to destroy the evil at its source.

They would exterminate the Beasts and their masters.

After that, no one would threaten the Great Tamanium any longer. The Lemurian people would be saved and under his leadership rise to heights of even greater glory. They would settle the entire galaxy of Apsuhol and the neighboring galaxy of Karahol, and push onwards, ever onwards out into the universe ...

If this plan also meant the end of the peaceful Halutians ... very well. Sacrifices had to be made. And if with this venture into time he wiped out the existence of the Second Humanity and the descendants of the Lemurians like the Arkonides or the Tefrodians, it was regrettable but basically unimportant.

They didn't even exist yet. They were now, in the year 6417 dha-Tamar, only possibilities in the pattern of time, not realities.

He couldn't—he mustn't take them into consideration.

He was obligated only to the Lemurians.

Paronn stopped and took a deep breath.

Possibly that was the mission that the Twelfth Hero had given him. If it was correct that Vehraáto was identical with the Superintelligence IT, then IT must have considerable interest in a peaceful, harmonious course of events in the realm it controlled.

A sphere of influence that was ruled by a homogenous bloc of Lemurians, instead of by quarreling Lemurian descendants and unpredictable alien races, must be vastly more in line with IT's goals.

He felt drunk, intoxicated by the magnificent prospects opening up before him, the fateful processes that he would set in motion. Once more the prophetic words of the Twelfth Hero echoed within him. For the first time he understood the deeper, utterly colossal truth that lay behind them.

You will accomplish great things, Levian Paronn. You have been chosen to do things that no one else has done before you. Things that anyone else would consider impossible, but not you.

"I will not disappoint you, Vehraáto," he whispered into the constant rumbling of the impulse engines that filled the cabin like the muttering of a giant.

Tears filled his eyes as he realized the enormity of his task, the unimaginable consequences that his actions would have. In the end, justice would triumph. Tolot had told him that the Beasts' hatred and destructive urge were based on the Lemurians' early experiments with time travel. The First Vibratory Power had a pathological fear that intervening in the past would nullify its own existence. What wonderful irony that it was the Beasts' attack that forced the Lemurians to destroy them with just such an intervention in time ... !

His com-wristband hummed and he gave a start like a thief caught red-handed. He cleared his throat and switched the unit to Receive. It was Merhon Velsath.

"We are approaching the Apsu System, Technad," his scientific assistant said. "Your presence in the control center is required." "I'm coming," Paronn answered.

He took a deep breath and felt a knot of tension in his chest. The crucial moment was almost here. They were about to fly into the central system of the Great Tamanium—in a Beast ship. They could only hope that no overzealous fleet commander felt obligated to destroy the presumed enemy ship before they had a chance to explain everything.

With hurried steps he left the cabin and made his way to the bridge. The members of the Torbutan base crew were camped in the wide corridors, visibly the worse for wear from the long flight, the forced inactivity, and the poor nutrition of the last few days. Supplies had grown short and it was a blessing that they had finally reached their destination.

The men and women reluctantly made way for him, and out the corner of his eye he caught hostile, hate-filled expressions. Many had still not forgiven him for working together with the Beast, even though that collaboration had saved their lives. Without Icho Tolot's help they would have all died on Torbutan.

He ignored their looks and the muttered imprecations that accompanied him as he walked by, and entered the control center. Besides the Beast, Merhon Velsath, and Ruun Lasoth, two armed soldiers were in the room. Paronn had officially declared that it was a security measure in case Tolot was playing some dishonest game of his own. In truth though, he'd had the two armed guards posted here only to reassure his crew.

If Tolot really had attempted to deceive them and fly to a Beast base planet, they couldn't have stopped him even with armed force.

But the Beast, no, the Halutian, as he called himself, had kept his word.

Tolot turned his massive command chair towards Paronn and said in his rumbling voice, "We will return to normal space at the edge of the Apsu System in five minutes. I suggest that you make com contact with the Lemurian fleet immediately in order to prevent an attack on us."

"Of course," Paronn murmured. He crossed the control center and sank into the second gigantic chair. His heart was pounding fast and loudly, and his mouth felt dry. He knew how dangerous the following seconds and minutes would be.

Lasoth and Velsath stepped behind his chair and stared expectantly at the monitors showing the red streaks of semispace. Paronn bent over the com controls. During the flight, he had familiarized himself with the ship's systems. He had no problems adjusting the communications console cameras so that only the Lemurians could be seen, and not the enormous Halutian.

If the Lemurian fleet commanders saw a Beast on their vidscreens, they would not hesitate to open fire.

The seconds passed slowly.

Then Tolot said, "Reentry into normal space underway ... now."

In the next moment, the monitor images changed. The bloody, pulsating streaks of the intermediate dimension transformed into the familiar blackness of space, sprinkled with myriads of stars. Apsu itself, the central star of the system, was just a point of light among countless others, billions of kilometers away.

A shrill howling sounded from concealed loudspeakers as the Beast ship's powerful hyperdetectors reacted.

"Three objects at Seventeen-Yellow-F," Tolot rumbled. "Distance twenty-two light-seconds. Identification running ... Objects identified as Lemurian units, two heavy cruisers and one GOLKARTHE-Class battleship ... The ships are accelerating and activating their energy shields and weapons systems."

Paronn switched on the communications console's transmitter and looked directly into the camera. "This is Levian Paronn," he said in a calm, steady voice. "Technical Administrator of Tanta III. I am on board a captured Beast ship and request permission to enter the Apsu System. The ship is completely under Lemurian control. Do not open fire on us."

He waited holding his breath, but only the crackling of static came from the receiver.

"Another seven Lemurian units in Nine-Blue-G." Tolot added in a low voice. "Light cruisers and battlecruisers. Distance one light-minute. They're approaching on an intercept course."

Paronn pressed the Transmit button again. "To all Lemurian units. This is Levian Paronn speaking, Technad of Tanta III. Do not open fire on the Beast ship. It is completely under our control."

There was still no reply. The units of the Lemurian sentry fleet continued to approach, enveloped in their reddish semispace fields, their weapons systems activated and ready to fire.

"They think it's a trick," Velsath said with a raw, trembling voice. "By the old gods, they're going to blow us out of space!"

Ruun Lasoth swore under his breath and bent down to Paronn so his face also appeared in camera range. His voice sounded sharp as he spoke, the voice of a man with authority, who was accustomed to having his orders followed.

"This is Ruun Lasoth, Chief Scientist of the First Tamanium, Special Emissary of High Tam Councilor Merlan, entrusted with a mission that is of crucial importance for the Great Tamanium." He added a brief, thoroughly calculated pause for effect. "I confirm all of Technad Paronn's statements. My authorization code is 7-9-X-B-4-Tolon. Lemurian units, identify yourselves."

This time, only a few short seconds elapsed before a reply was received. The communications monitor lit up and showed the grim face of a Lemurian fleet officer. Suspicion shone in his eyes as he regarded Paronn and Lasoth.

"This is Colonel Korcht, commanding officer of the 9th Peripheral Sentry Fleet," he said tensely. "Your authorization code has been verified, Chief Scientist Lasoth."

Lasoth narrowed his eyes and glared at Korcht. "Then you should deactivate your weapons systems at once. This Beast ship is of utmost importance for the continuation of the war. Our specialists must examine it as soon as possible. Therefore I demand immediate permission to enter the system. In addition, I must speak at once with High Tam Councilor Merlan."

The fleet officer hesitated. The suspicion had still not left his eyes. "I am sorry, Chief Scientist, but I must refuse entry permission until I have sent a boarding party to your ship and verified your claims."

Lasoth snorted. "Are you accusing me of lying?"

"I have my orders," Korcht said stiffly in his defense. "After all, it is conceivable that you are under Beast control."

The Chief Scientist was about to explode in rage, but Paronn laid a soothing hand on his arm. To Korcht he said, "We will wait for the boarding party, Colonel. But I must urge you to hurry. Our mission is of supreme importance for Lemur and further delay cannot be tolerated."

"Of course, Technad," the fleet officer said, nodding. "I will send the inspection team at once." He broke off the connection.

Paronn turned to Tolot. "I suggest you go to your cabin until the boarding party has completed verification. I'm afraid that the presence of a Beast on board would be difficult to explain to Fleet personnel."

Tolot nodded his hemispherical head in understanding and left the control center. The two armed soldiers accompanied him but he ignored them.

Paronn looked back at the main monitor. Colonel Korcht's small squadron, consisting of three units, had almost reached the Beast ship. A small auxiliary craft emerged from one of the heavy cruisers and took off with flaming engine exhausts.

Paronn slowly relaxed.

The greatest danger had been overcome.

He closed his eyes, waiting for the arrival of the boarding party, and thought of what he would do, of the glorious future that he would bestow on the Lemurian people.
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They had landed at a Fleet base in the southwest of Lemuria, the mighty continent that occupied most of the later Pacific Ocean and merged with the American continent in the east. The base was located only fifty kilometers from Matronis, a city with a population of millions, and the inland sea of Sokaton. The sky over Lemuria was illuminated in a dark purple, and Apsu, the sun, was just a washed-out, pale fleck in the reddish haze. This was the result of the destruction of Zeut, the fifth planet, by the Beasts and the clouds of dust and debris that swirled through the Apsu System and blocked the sun's rays. The temperature was nearly freezing. The icy wind that blew down from the north was an ominous reminder of the glaciers that were pushing out from the poles into the temperate latitudes.

Merhon Velsath had not been on Lemur for more than five years. He had the feeling that the Lemurians' home world was dying. Under normal circumstances, the dawning ice age could be halted by weather control and removal of the interplanetary dust clouds, but circumstances were not normal. The constant attacks of the Beasts prevented any attempt to stop the climactic catastrophe. Many of Lemur's inhabitants had already given up and left the planet. They had flown in enormous convoys to Tanta III and from there had been sent to the twin galaxy Karahol two million light-years away by means of the Hexagonal Star Teleporter.

And the exodus continued.

At the Matronis spaceport, a convoy of one-hundred ships was currently being assembled under the supervision of the famous Commander Drorah. The commander's ancestors had founded the colony of the same name in the 87th Tamanium. If this development continued, Lemur would be completely depopulated in a few years.

As long as the Beasts don't destroy it before then, Velsath thought darkly.

He sat at the guidance controls of a glider and flew through the icy Lemurian dusk. The Fleet base had long fallen away behind him, vanishing in the twilight along with Levian Paronn, the time machine, and the Beast from the future.

His hand gripped the steering knob more tightly as he thought of the Beast. The horror that had filled him when in its presence resounded as a never-fading echo within him. It was mixed with helpless anger and painful memories. He had always admired Levian Paronn. He had seen him as a man with vision, a potential savior of the Lemurian people. For him to work together with a Beast, the terrible, hated enemy ... he would never forgive him for that.

Of course, logic told him that this alliance of convenience was justified, that they never would have left Torbutan alive without the Beast's help, but his emotions screamed treason. For a while he had hoped that after their arrival in the Apsu System, the High Tam Councilor Merlan would put an end to the horror and have the Beast killed. However, Paronn had emphatically spoken in the four-armed monster's defense and convinced Merlan to leave the Beast alive.

Now it was even helping them with the construction of the time machine and preparation for the crucial mission to save the Lemurian people.

Velsath found himself groaning loudly and his face reddened with a flush of anger as he thought of how the Beast had humiliated him. During the assembly of the time machine, he had made a mistake and wrongly connected several power cables. He didn't know how it could have happened, why he had made that fatal error. After all, he was an experienced technician, not a raw beginner. But it had happened and the Beast had caught him and reported it to Paronn.

Paronn, his idol and admired mentor ... he'd had a fit of rage. In front of the assembled crew of technicians, Paronn had exploded at him, calling him an incompetent failure and a saboteur, humiliating him in the most demeaning way. At first Velsath had blamed his outburst of anger on nervous tension, the strains of the preceding days and weeks, but in the end he knew better.

It was because of the unholy influence of that cursed Beast.

After the harsh reprimand, Velsath had fled from the building in which the time machine was being reassembled. He had taken a glider from the base, and flown off without any destination in mind. In turmoil, filled with hatred and desperation, and tormented by memories that had followed him for years.

Tears ran down his face as he thought of Reuban IV, the remote base planet in the 107th Tamanium on the galactic Eastside. There he had been stationed as Chief Engineer of the Fleet on the terrible night when the Beasts landed. They had destroyed the base and slaughtered all his comrades, but they had spared him. Not out of mercy but out of cold calculation. They were interested in the information stored in his brain. Information about Lemurian spacecraft and weapons technology.

He shuddered as he thought of the torment they had inflicted on him, the pain, the barbaric torture. He had wanted to die, but the Beasts had not granted him death. Instead they had gone on torturing him, for endless hours or days that stretched into an eternity. His memories of the torture were only fragmentary and he was thankful for that. Even the remaining shreds weighed like lead on his soul.

He no longer remembered exactly how he had escaped from the Beasts. He knew only that a Lemurian landing party had found him half-dead in the ruins of the base after the Fleet had made a counterattack and driven off the enemy.

Since then, his life had been a nightmare.

Since then, fear had been his constant companion, pain a shadow that followed his every step.

He shook his head to drive away the dark memories and looked out through the glassteel cockpit into the approaching night. Snow was now falling from a dark, low-hanging sky, and in the driving billows of white appeared the outlines of ruined buildings that were grouped around a half-melted, bizarrely twisted metal tower.

The communications tower of Hal'soth.

Suddenly he was wide awake.

He slowed the speed of his glider, flew over the ruins and past the steel skeleton of the tower, and approached a large crater that yawned in the frozen ground. With the touch of a button he went into a stationary hover and looked into the crater's snow-covered depths.

His apparently purposeless flight had in fact had a destination. This was his home town to the west of Matronis, the place where he had grown up, married, and started a family. Here, where the enormous crater now gaped, his house had once stood. Here he had spent the happiest years of his life together with his wife Dué and their four children.

Until the Beast ships had appeared in the sky over Lemuria and blasted Hal'soth into rubble.

Velsath squeezed his eyes tightly shut, but tears oozed through his closed lids and streamed down his face. It was as though he would never stop weeping.

After all that had happened, how could Paronn collaborate with a Beast? He should have had it killed no later than after their return to Lemur. It should be punished for what its bloodthirsty kind had done to the Lemurians. The Technad must have lost his mind.

He hovered there above the crater for a while, wrapped in thick swirls of snow and the memories that would not fade. The tormenting images and the seething emotions.

As he sat in the glider and the pain burned within him like a blazing fire, he sensed something creeping towards him. Something enormous and evil and ominous. He came out of his memories with a start, wiped the tears from his eyes, and looked at the displays. The detectors showed him that he was alone in the devastated town, that no other Lemurians were in the area. Not even an animal roamed in the driving snow, but the feeling would not go away.

Something was approaching.

Something that wanted to destroy him.

The sinister premonition changed into panic that constricted his throat and took his breath away. Choking, he activated the glider's thrusters and sped away, onward into the Lemurian night. He flew as fast as he could, but the evil still followed him.

He knew it, he felt it.

Fear clutched at his throat and would not let go. His heart hammered so loud and fast that it seemed to want to leap out of his chest. Despite the cabin heater he felt chilled, as though the coldness of the snowstorm was eating into his flesh. He prayed to the old gods for salvation, but the gods did not hear his entreaties. With his mind's eye he saw the Beast from the future, and it laughed mockingly at him.

Anger mixed with his panic, helpless and hot, only to dissipate and give way to the fear that circulated through his veins like poison.

Then he saw a dome with transmission towers and antennae emerge from the driving snow: the hypercom station at the edge of the fleet base. Without realizing it, he had flown in a circle and come back to the place where he had taken off.

To the Beast that waited there.

He decreased the speed of the glider and landed in front of the entrance to the hypercom station. As the vibrating hum of the antigrav generator died away, only the howling of the snow storm and his gasping breath could still be heard.

Motionless, as though paralyzed, he sat there and felt evil slowly rising within him.

I was wrong, he thought in horror. The threat isn't from outside, but from within. Evil isn't following me, it's already inside of me. It's been inside of me the whole time and was waiting only for the right moment to break out.

He thought again of Reuban IV and the Beasts who had tortured him. Suddenly he understood in a flash of intuitive clarity that the evil had bored into him then, and that what was happening to him now had begun there.

But that knowledge didn't help him.

Fascinated and horrified at the same time, he turned his attention inwardly and felt how first his feet grew numb, then his legs, his abdomen, and finally his torso. It was as though he had become paralyzed and lost control of his body. He wanted to reach for the controls of the glider's com unit and call for help, but his hands and arms no longer obeyed him. The uncanny numbness had reached his neck.

He screamed, but the scream echoed unheard in the glassteel cockpit of the glider, and then not even his vocal cords obeyed him any longer. His mind seemed cut off from his body, a powerless observer trapped in a shell of alien flesh.

His terror was now unbearable.

Then he saw his left arm rise and his hand operate the door control. His limbs moved without his involvement, as though he were a marionette whose strings were pulled by some invisible entity. He wanted to open his mouth and scream out a helpless, useless protest, but instead he slid from his seat and slipped out into the night.

It was frigid outside, but he didn't feel the cold. Snowflakes blew in his face and melted on his skin without him noticing it. In horror-struck fascination, he watched himself walk with stiff steps to the entrance of the hypercom station. The door slid to the side as he approached, and in front of him was a small foyer with a control console. Behind it sat a bored Fleet technician looking at the monitor.

The man looked up. "What can I do for you?"

Velsath wanted to reply that he needed help, for someone to free him from the prison of his own body, but his voice didn't obey him. Filled with horror, he looked on as his right hand reached for the gun belt at his waist, drew the thermobeamer from its holster, and shot the technician directly in the face.

The man fell over forward and hit the floor with a dull thud.

Velsath's mind, imprisoned in a body that had taken on a ghostly life of its own, screamed out its terror without a sound crossing his lips. He went on mechanically and reached the door to the transmission room. It also slid automatically to the side and opened the way into the hypercom center with its control consoles and banks of monitors. Two communications specialists sat at the terminals and turned as he came in. He killed them with two point-blank thermobeam shots and they crumpled in their chairs.

His body continued to move on its own, his mind still cut off from his flesh. He prayed again to the old gods of Lemur and again they did not respond.

He stepped to one of the terminals, activated the hypercom system, entered destination coordinates, selected a frequency, and programmed a complicated code number. But he didn't know how he knew the coordinates, the code number, or the hyperfrequency.

Then one of the monitors lit up and a Beast appeared. Its raven-black, leathery skin was marked by large, white pigment spots and its red eyes stared at him expectantly.

In the dungeon of his body, Merhon Velsath's mind cried out in torment.

He knew this Beast.

He had encountered it before on Reuban IV.

It was the one who had ordered and overseen his torture.

His terror was so great that he had the feeling he would pass out in the next moment. But that mercy was not granted him. He continued to watch everything he did without being able to intervene, separated from his flesh, the marionette that his body had become.

"What do you want, slave?" the Beast rumbled.

It spoke Halutian. He did not speak the language, had never learned it, and yet he understood every word. And then he heard himself answer and his horror grew even more. Even though he frantically tried to resist, even though he desperately struggled for control over his body, he heard himself speaking. He was telling the accursed Beast about the time machine and about Levian Paronn's desperate, daring plan to save the Great Tamanium.

The Beast listened in silence, and when he had finished, it nodded its hemispherical head thoughtfully and opened its lips in a malicious, satisfied smile that exposed its shining predator's teeth.

"Good work, slave," it said in a muffled, bass voice that lacked all emotion. "Your conditioning has thus fulfilled its purpose. You are now no longer required. You know what you have to do."

The monitor went blank.

Merhon Velsath stood in front of the vidscreen and stared at the gray expanse. Understanding rose like a dark cloud at the edge of his mental horizon.

Conditioned.

The Beasts had not only tortured him on Reuban IV, they had also given him a post-hypnotic suggestion that made him into their unsuspecting, involuntary tool. Now, without wanting to, he had betrayed Levian Paronn and his planned time mission. He had destroyed the last hope of the Lemurians.

For the first time since the hypnotic suggestion had taken control of his body, a sound came out of his mouth, a choked scream filled with pain and fear and regret.

But the regret came too late.

The treason had been done and could not be undone.

And then he saw how his right hand lifted his thermobeamer and turned the weapon until it was pointed at his face and he looked directly at the focusing crystal in its mouth. Fear leaped at him once more like a rabid animal. He wanted to defend himself, lower his hand again, throw the gun away, but his muscles refused to obey.

No! he thought in terror. I don't want to die! Not now, not like this ...

Filled with ultimate horror, he watched as his index finger curled around the trigger.

The focus crystal lit up.

With a crackling that echoed loudly in his ears, the thermobeamer fired.

Then he no longer heard anything. Merhon Velsath was dead before his body hit the floor.
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During the night, three earthquakes had shaken the region around the Fleet base. In the morning, when sunlight was dawning coldly and leadenly through the haze on the horizon, a fourth and more powerful one hit. The floor vibrated as though a spacecraft was taking off and cracks opened in places. The walls of the large room swayed several centimeters but since they had been constructed with elastic plasteel, they stood up to the strain. The time machine that had been hastily assembled in the large room rattled and rumbled in the tremors, and the funnel-shaped transformer units threatened to topple at any moment.

Icho Tolot braced himself with his entire weight against one of the transformers and steadied it before it could fall over and be damaged. He saw Ruun Lasoth and several other Lemurian technicians attempting to prevent the other funnel from toppling.

Then the quake died away with a fading rumble and silence returned.

This is only a temporary reprieve, his overbrain spoke up once more. The destruction of the planet Zeut has destabilized the solar system and led to tectonic displacements on Lemur. In the end it will trigger the sinking of the continent of Lemuria.

But we haven't reached that point yet, Tolot thought. We still have some time ...

He looked over at Lasoth, and saw his own concerns reflected in the Lemurian chief scientist's sharply chiseled, hawk-like features. If the earthquake had damaged the time machine, their magnificent plan had failed. Levian Paronn would not be able to travel into the past to build the star arks and the seed of the Lemurians would not endure over the millennia.

Tolot wondered what consequences that would have for the present in the year 1327 NGE. They would probably be limited. The star arks weren't of great importance to the course of the Milky Way's history. Or was he mistaken? Were the Lemurians on board the star arks perhaps more important for the Galaxy than he suspected?

No one knows what IT's intentions are, his overbrain commented. It is conceivable that Paronn and his Lemurians will still play a significant role in the Superintelligence's master plan after the year 1327 NGE. Without the star arks you will not return to the present.

The overbrain was correct. Although he still didn't know how he would arrive on board the LEMCHA OVIR and ultimately reach Gorbas, he had to ensure that the star arks were constructed. If he failed, he would be stranded forever in the past. Or time paradoxes with unforeseeable consequences would result.

You could even be caught in a time loop, the overbrain told him soberly. For all eternity.

With heavy steps he walked up to Lasoth. The Chief Scientist of the First Tamanium was bending over the time machine's cube-shaped control module, which floated on an antigrav lifter.

Lasoth sighed in relief. "The machine appears to be undamaged," he said to Tolot without looking at him directly. "But we can only be absolutely certain after the test run."

"Then we should begin the test as quickly as possible," the Halutian replied.

Lasoth nodded with his head turned away. "Of course," he muttered. "I will make all preparations immediately."

Tolot could plainly sense the man's aversion and fear. When he turned and looked at the soldiers who stood along the side wall and watched him, he saw that fear in their eyes as well, mixed with hatred.

You are a Beast to them, the overbrain reminded him superfluously. No matter what you do, you will always be the enemy to them.

He could not disagree. Even so, he told himself resignedly, the Lemurians had accepted his help in assembling the time machine. His experience with the Terran Null-Time Deformer, which operated on similar principles, had proven to be of inestimable value. He suspected that the Lemurians would have needed several more days without his assistance.

He turned away and stepped to the hall's large doorway, followed by the watchful gazes of the armed soldiers. The door stood slightly ajar and he looked out into the thickly driving snow that had transformed the Lemurian Fleet base into a white winter wonderland. On the landing field near the assembly hall stood the one-hundred-meter Beast ship with which they had reached Lemur. A black colossus in the whirling flecks of the snowstorm. It was surrounded by the gliders of the Technocorps, whose members had gone on board to study Halutian technology.

A sudden flickering in the cloud-covered sky caught his attention.

He narrowed his eyes and looked upwards. High above the Fleet base, something black and round emerged from the haze, at first visible only as an outline, transparent like glass, then increasing in solidity from one moment to the next.

Tolot gasped.

A Beast ship!

It had appeared from nowhere, as though it had come out of a transition and materialized in the atmosphere even though that could not happen. A planet's gravitation field made a transition impossible, and the Beasts used semispace engines, not the old-fashioned transition drive.

But there it was, hanging menacingly in the sky.

The howling of the sirens tore into the early morning silence. Armed soldiers poured from the barracks on the eastern edge of the landing field. Some raised their thermobeamers and fired at the ship, but it was too far away. The thermobeams dissipated in the haze.

Confused, Tolot realized that the Beast ship had not activated its paratron shield. It hovered in the sky, not moving, not even opening fire from its devastating interval cannons. Was the intention to land ground troops? But the ship was small, probably only a light cruiser like the one he had captured. It would not have enough soldiers on board to conquer a base.

Perhaps it was the advance guard of an invasion fleet.

Thermal and impulse beams shot into the sky from gun emplacements on the edges of the base. They struck the black hull of the Beast ship. The hull glowed under the impacts, and Tolot could plainly see cracks appear in the armor.

In the next moment, the Beast ship vanished as abruptly as it had appeared. With a loud crack of thunder, air surged into the sudden vacuum.

Tolot blinked in astonishment.

Had the Beasts perhaps developed a new propulsion technology that allowed transitions within planetary gravitation fields? The consequences would be catastrophic. Then there would no longer be any way to defend planets with orbiting sentry fleets and artillery platforms. The enemy could appear at any time and at any place, strike in a flash, and then disappear.

A tall figure appeared from out of the swirling snow, a man with black hair smoothly combed back to fall at his neck, and gray eyes under bushy brows. Levian Paronn.

The Technad ran to Tolot and stopped in front of him, breathing heavily. His face had a stunned expression. Something like desperation shone in his eyes.

"What happened?" Tolot asked uneasily.

"Merhon Velsath is dead," Paronn replied in a hoarse voice. "He burst into the base's hypercom station, shot three communications specialists dead, and then killed himself."

Tolot just stared at him.

I told you that this Velsath was emotionally unstable and represented a potential danger, his overbrain commented. It sounded almost triumphant, as though it enjoyed having been correct.

The Halutian ignored the thought and asked, "Is the reason for this insane action known?"

Paronn nodded grimly and stepped out of the driving snow into the cover of the hall. "He sent an encoded hypercom message before his death. Unfortunately, the contents weren't recorded, but its destination coordinates could be determined."

He was silent for a moment.

"And?" Tolot asked impatiently.

"It was a sector controlled by the Beasts," Paronn answered.

Tolot took a deep breath. "Do you believe Velsath was a traitor?"

"What other explanation could there be for his behavior?"

the Technad said bitterly. "Merhon was like a son to me ... and now this. I still can't understand it." He gestured helplessly. "I suspect the Beasts mentally influenced him somehow when he was their prisoner."

The Halutian and the Lemurian looked at each other.

"We have to hurry," Tolot said finally. "If Velsath informed the Beasts about the time mission we're planning, it won't be long before they arrive here."

"I agree," Paronn replied pessimistically. "How far have preparations gone?"

"The assembly of the time machine is complete," Tolot reported as he followed Paronn to the funnel-shaped transformers that had been erected in the center of the hall. "The energy supply has been established and the individual components have been successfully tested."

"Excellent," the Technad said in praise. "If the machine's test run is a success, we'll travel into the past before today is over."

Tolot hesitated. From the fragments of Paronn's diary that had fallen into Perry Rhodan's hands, it had been clear that he would not accompany Paronn into the past. He would have to find another way on board the star ark LEMCHA OVIR. He wondered what the Lemurians would do with him when Paronn had gone on his journey into time and no longer held a protective hand over him.

Possibly they will kill you, the overbrain informed him coldly. I suggest that you seize control of the Beast ship as soon as Paronn is gone, and leave Lemur.

Ruun Lasoth came up to them and Tolot ignored the overbrain's thoughts.

"How far are you with the analysis of the data that we found in the computers on Torbutan?" Paronn asked the Chief Scientist.

"We've successfully decoded the machine's operating procedures," Lasoth said with audible pride. "There's nothing left to stop us from making a test run. However, the time machine functions in only one direction—into the past. Trips into the future are impossible."

"That is not important for us," Paronn said dismissively. "Our target is the year 4500 d.T."

He looked at Tolot for approval and the Halutian agreed although he had difficulty concealing his disappointment. His hope of returning to the present in the time machine if necessary was now dashed. Whatever else happened, his only way back to the year 1327 NGE was the star ark LEMCHA OVIR.

Paronn rested a hand on Lasoth's shoulder. "You've done good work," he said in a congratulatory tone. "Without your help, we never would have come so far, and I appreciate that. All Lemurians owe you great thanks."

Tolot cleared his throat. "I suggest we get to work," he rumbled. "The danger of the Beasts appearing and ruining our plan is growing with each passing minute."

"You're right," Paronn said. He stepped to the cube-shaped control module floating in the air and nodded expectantly to Lasoth.

The Chief Scientist took a deep breath. His fingers flitted across the control module's sensor buttons and the time teleporter's machinery and transformer blocks began to humm and awakened into life.

"Initiating warm-up phase ... warm-up phase successfully initiated," he muttered.

Paronn turned and glanced at the displays on the temporal transformer, which had been installed next to the funnel-shaped converters. "Transformer output stable," he announced.

Tolot took his place in front of the transformer blocks. "Energy output at sixty percent and increasing," he said in satisfaction.

The humming of the machinery grew louder.

"Activating destination time guidance," Lasoth continued. He entered some commands into the control component. "Test destination time minus thirty minutes ... " He looked over at Paronn. "A short jump through time would be enough for our purposes."

"Transformer output continues to be stable," the Technad said.

"Energy output at seventy-five percent and increasing," Tolot stated.

The droning of the machinery slowly grew to a roar.

"Activating temporal converters," Lasoth announced.

Between the funnel-shaped converters, energy discharges suddenly crackled and merged into a shining blue, pulsating force field.

"No change in transformer output," Paronn said. His voice trembled with tension. "All systems operating flawlessly."

Tolot added, "Energy output at eighty-eight percent and increasing."

The pulsating of the blue force field intensified. It expanded and formed a disc several meters in diameter that illuminated the hall in an uncanny, flickering light. The disc faded out at the edges. Bolts of energy reached to the ceiling. The discharges grew more powerful.

Sudden concern made Lasoth's voice sound hoarse when he said, "There are fluctuations in the temporal energy flow ... I'm trying to counteract them ... no change, blast it all!"

Alarmed, Tolot stepped to the Chief Scientist's side and glanced over the control component's holodisplays. Apparently there was hyperdimensional interference that made the strength of the temporal energy flow vary. But where did it come from? The source could only be an active semispace drive or a five-dimensional protective shield ...

Suddenly he remembered the Beast ship on the landing field.

"Paronn!" he exclaimed. "Are the technicians working on the Beast ship's paratron generators?"

"I don't know," the Technad replied, puzzled. "Why?"

"Find out!" Tolot ordered. "I'm afraid the stray radiation of the paratron generators is interfering with the ... "

An ear-numbing crack swallowed his words. The blue field between the temporal funnels suddenly twisted into a long, stretched out spindle. It struck the door at the end of the hall like a concentrated energy beam and tore it out of its anchoring with a monstrous force. The door hit the floor with a crash.

Snow blew inside.

Framed by the rectangle of the door opening, the Beast ship stood out on the landing field as a black silhouette. The roaring of the time machine swelled as the distorted force field raced towards the ship and enveloped it in a blue aura.

"Turn it off!" Tolot shouted. "Turn off the machine immediately!"

His face pale, Lasoth manipulated the controls, but it was already too late. The blue aura around the Beast ship lit up blindingly, then the black globe suddenly disappeared. Air thundered in to fill the resulting vacuum.

And Tolot understood.

The Beast ship that had mysteriously appeared in the sky shortly before and abruptly dematerialized again ... it was the same as the light cruiser that had just been standing on the landing field.

Proof that the time machine functions, the overbrain commented. The ship was shifted into the past.

The roaring of the time machine suddenly broke off, the seething of the force field between the funnel-shaped converters died out. The two Lemurians and the Halutian looked at each other. Tolot noticed their disappointed expressions and raised his hand reassuringly.

"The paratron generators interfered with the temporal converters," he explained. "That lead to overloading the machine and an uncontrolled time displacement. Without the stray five-dimensional radiation the test would have been successful."

Levian Paronn's eyes went wide. "You mean ... ?"

"The time machine works," Tolot told him. "The way to the past is open."

"Excellent!" the Technad exclaimed enthusiastically. "Simply excellent! I will ... "

He was interrupted by the loud howling of alarm sirens that shattered the early morning silence of the Fleet base. Seconds later, his com-wristband hummed. He switched it to Receive, held it to his ear, and listened intently. Horror appeared on his face.

He slowly lowered the hand with the com-wristband and stared at Tolot.

Sweat glistened on his forehead.

"What we feared has happened," he said tonelessly. "The Beasts ... they're attacking Lemur!"
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The howling of the sirens went on without let-up, an uncanny, ominous sound like an inhuman scream from a thousand throats. The dancing snow outside covered the sky, but Levian Paronn was certain that before long the murk would be torn apart to reveal the black hulls of Beast ships. As though paralyzed, he stood where he was, keeping his eyes locked on Icho Tolot, and struggled to maintain his composure.

We've almost reached our goal, he thought desperately, and we're still going to fail. All the sacrifices were in vain, all the brave men and women died for nothing ... and all because Merhon Velsath betrayed us.

He moistened his cracked lips and stared into the Halutian's shining red eyes.

If the Beasts come, they will kill him, too, he told himself. We are all doomed.

"What should we do now?" Ruun Lasoth asked anxiously. "We can't give up now. Not now when we've almost succeeded."

"Perhaps the System Defense Force ships will be able to fight off the attack," Paronn murmured.

But he didn't believe it. The Beasts had already attacked Lemur several times. They would break through the defense line now that they knew from Merhon Velsath about the time machine. For them it was a matter of existence or non-existence, and they would do all that was within their power to destroy the machine.

Icho Tolot half-turned and looked over at the time machine. "The only escape route is through the gate of time," he rumbled. "The Beasts aren't here yet. So we still have a chance."

Lasoth shook his head doubtfully. "The energy storage banks are empty," he reminded the others. "We have to charge them first."

"How long will it take?" Paronn asked, finally shaking off his paralysis. "How much time do we need to prepare for a time jump?"

The Chief Scientist of the First Tamanium gestured nervously. "In the best case, thirty to forty minutes," he replied. "But only if we forego a thorough test of the individual system components. And we don't know if the test run caused any internal damage."

"We don't have time for comprehensive tests," Tolot interjected. "We have to charge the storage banks and carry out the jump immediately."

Paronn hesitated. Ruun Lasoth was correct. Using the time machine without carefully testing the system components was a risk. Even if it functioned, there was still the possibility that the destination time guidance control would fail. It was possible that he wouldn't reach the year 4500 dha-Tamar at all but would be stranded somewhere in time ... But hadn't Tolot assured him that he had successfully accomplished the building of the arks? And the Halutian had to know. From his temporal standpoint, everything that was happening now belonged to the very distant past.

He nodded determinedly. "We'll risk it," he said tensely. "We'll make the time jump. Let's get to work!"

The alarm sirens continued to howl and outside the hall heavily armed soldiers took their positions to defend the time machine with their lives. Inside, Paronn, Lasoth, and Tolot prepared for the time jump. The howling of the alarms was mixed with the deep vibration of the storage banks at the rear of the hall. They were being charged with energy from the Fleet base's nuclear reactor. Paronn programmed the destination time into the machine: the day the first Lemurian expedition to the Moon took off and heralded the beginning of the space age. After Tolot had revealed his destination to him, Paronn had called up a report on the rocket launching and familiarized himself with the events. He hadn't found the time or peace to do more. Strangely, it wasn't the launch, the beginning of an era, that had remained most clearly in his memory, but the face of the chronicler that had appeared with the report. The name Deshan Apian didn't tell him anything, but it was a young, blank face, like a canvas waiting for an artist to paint on it ...

The Halutian and Lasoth carried out several diagnostic checks, but were unable find any problems. Despite the failed test run and the uncontrolled displacement of the Beast ship into the past, the time machine seemed to be functioning perfectly.

Paronn's heart pounded. In the inner pocket of his jacket he felt the four Cell Activators that he had begun making following the Twelfth Hero's instructions. The Activators and the chip with the construction data. It would probably not be simple to complete their assembly in the primitive past and construct more devices, but he believed he could succeed. After all, he had decades of time ...

"The energy flow is stable," he heard Tolot's rumbling voice announce above the noise of the sirens. "The charging of the storage banks is at twenty-two percent and increasing."

Paronn glanced nervously at the hall's open door, where the soldiers ducked under portable force-field domes and set up heavy thermoguns. It was still snowing, and the sky was a bright, innocent white, with the feeble light spot of the sun on the eastern horizon. It wouldn't be long before the Beast ships appeared in the sky and began their destructive work.

A lieutenant from the defending soldiers appeared from out of the thick billows of snow and ran with his head deep in his jacket towards Paronn. He came to a stop, gasping, ice crystals melting on his cheeks. His lips had turned blue in the bitter cold.

"The Beast ships have broken through the outer defense rings and are nearing Lemur," he reported breathlessly. "High Tam Councilor Merlan urgently recommends moving the time machine to safety. We could ... "

"No," Paronn interrupted sharply. "We won't move it anywhere. We've already begun the operation."

The lieutenant hesitated, uncertain. No one refused a direct order from the High Tam Councilor. Not even the Technad of Tanta III.

Ruun Lasoth had heard the brief exchange of words and came over to the two men. "I am assuming responsibility," he said to the lieutenant. "Preparations for the time mission have progressed too far to break it off now."

"As you command, Chief Scientist," the lieutenant muttered, uncomfortable. "I will inform the High Tam Councilor of your decision."

"Charging of the storage banks at thirty percent and increasing," Tolot announced tersely.

The lieutenant gave the Beast a glance that expressed fear and hatred that was controlled only with difficulty, then turned and left the hall once more. Outside, other soldiers emerged from the driving snow and took their defensive positions. Paronn was relieved that so many armed soldiers had been ordered to protect them. However, he knew from his own experience that the Beasts would not have any difficulty overrunning the soldiers and their weapons once they had landed.

A bright point flared up in the sky and expanded to a glowing, copper-red spot. The Technad gave an involuntary start. The first spacecraft in orbit around Lemur had exploded.

Swearing under his breath, he turned back to the time machine and checked the output of the temporal transformers. He confirmed with satisfaction that they were operating at maximum capacity.

"Storage banks at thirty-eight percent and increasing," Tolot said.

We're going to do it, Paronn thought as he determinedly continued the preparations for the time jump. I will travel into the past and build the star arks. The first step on a long road, and at the end of it will stand the total annihilation of the Beasts and the salvation of the Great Tamanium ...

The thought inspired him even as more fireballs flamed up in the sky outside. Each one the destruction of another spacecraft, but he went on with his work without wavering.

"Storage banks at forty-five percent and increasing," Tolot said.

Outside, the howling of the alarm sirens died away, but it was still not quiet. In the whistling of the wind were mixed the hissing and rumbling of the gun emplacements at the edges of the fleet base. Energy beams as thick as a man's body shot out of the ray cannons into the clouded sky. They burned holes into the cloud deck through which the black globes were plunging downwards. The Beast ships returned fire with their impulse cannons. One of the gun emplacements exploded with a blast that echoed far and wide.

More and more spacespheres appeared in the sky and fell into the crossfire from the ground forts. The entire sky now seemed to burn. Debris rained down on the base and set several barracks on fire.

Fear clutched at Paronn's throat as he tirelessly continued to work. At any second he expected an energy beam to strike the building with the time machine and destroy all their hopes. They were fortunate though—or the Beasts were intentionally sparing the building.

"Storage banks at fifty-seven percent and increasing," he heard Tolot announce in a monotone.

He looked outside again. On the distant horizon, where the great city of Matronis stood with its large spaceport, ships climbed into the sky. They belonged to the last enormous refugee convoy that in recent days had been assembled under the leadership of Commander Drorah. The refugee ships were attempting to escape the fierce battles in an emergency launch, but the Beast units didn't make any distinction between civilian and military targets. Mercilessly they shot down many of the rising spacecraft.

Bright flashes of light shot through the driving snow, mushroom-shaped clouds blackened the white of the horizon. After a delay, the thunderclaps of huge explosions could be heard, followed by roaring shockwaves that ripped the billows of snow apart and brought dust, soot, and ashes along with them.

Tactical nuclear weapons! Paronn thought in horror. Those accursed Beasts are using atomic warheads ...

"Storage banks at sixty-three percent and increasing."

Tolot's rumbling voice was the only certainty in the onrushing chaos. Paronn concentrated on it as he continued to work on the time machine.

A cry of terror from outside made him whirl around.

The defensive fire from the gun emplacements had broken off as the last ground fort was destroyed. From the black spherical hulls of the Beast ships that hung menacingly in the sky over the Fleet base, dark spots detached themselves and sank slowly towards the ground. At first it was only a handful, but they increased by the second until whole swarms darkened the sky.

Levian Paronn held his breath.

Landing parties!

The Beasts were setting down ground troops. They didn't want to destroy the time machine, they wanted to take control of it!

Once more desperation overcame him, like a choking hand around his throat. They couldn't fail when they were so close to their goal! His mission was too important for him to fall short.

"Storage banks at seventy-four percent," Tolot announced.

"All systems operating flawlessly," Ruun Lasoth added.

Paronn looked at the Chief Scientist of the First Tamanium. The man's hawk-like features were pale, and in his eyes shone the same fear that also gripped him.

"We'll do it," the Technad said grimly. "By the old gods of Lemur, we'll do it!"

The soldiers who had taken position around the hall opened fire on the plunging Beast ground troops with their impulse guns and portable thermocannons. Paronn saw how some of the four-armed giants were struck and their paratron shields diverted the deadly energy beams into hyperspace.

The first Beasts touched down on the landing field where the light cruiser had stood not long before and fired their interval guns at the defenders. Paronn saw a force-field dome of a mobile gun emplacement distort under the five-dimensional impact fronts of concentrated interval fire. It collapsed with a final flicker. The mobile gun exploded and its crew was caught by the shockwave and hurled across the barrack grounds.

Paronn turned and with trembling hands continued the preparations for the time jump.

"Storage banks at eighty-two percent," Tolot rumbled.

Paronn stepped to the time machine's floating control module and cleared his throat. He made an effort to give his voice a tone of determination, but it sounded shrill and frightened even in his own ears.

"Destination time programmed and confirmed," he said. "I'm activating the time destination guidance control and inputting the data ... data successfully input. The destination time is the year 4500 dha-Tamar."

He looked over at Ruun Lasoth, who stood in front of the temporal transformer displays.

The Chief Scientist noticed his glance. "Transformer output at one-hundred percent and stable," he said.

Paronn exhaled in relief. "Tolot?" he asked.

"Storage banks at ninety-eight percent," the Halutian replied.

The droning of the machinery grew louder. Outside, screams echoed and explosions thundered, but Paronn didn't look at the open door. Instead, he continued to concentrate on the control module. He prayed that this time there would be no malfunctions.

"I am initiating the temporal converter," he said hoarsely.

Suddenly the familiar discharges of energy again crackled between the funnel-shaped converters. They merged with torturous slowness into the shining blue, pulsating force field that resembled the transport field of a teleporter.

"Transformer output continues to be stable," Lasoth called above the thunder of an explosion.

"Storage banks at ninety-four percent and increasing," Tolot added.

Soon, Paronn thought feverishly. Our work will soon be finished ...

The pulsing of the force field grew stronger. The individual strands of energy merged into a seething oval with a diameter of nearly five meters. Fascinated, Paronn stared into the blue luminescence.

"Storage banks at ninety-eight percent," the Halutian said.

The time had come. Levian Paronn straightened up and stepped in front of the transport field while Ruun Lasoth took over the control component. Paronn glanced over at the open door to check the situation there. Despite the Lemurian soldiers' bitter resistance, the first Beasts were approaching the building. Four-armed giants in black battlesuits, enveloped by the reddish glimmer of their impenetrable paratron shields.

"Tolot!" Paronn exclaimed. "What's holding you back?"

The Halutian didn't move from where he stood. "I can't accompany you into the past," he replied evenly. "You made this trip by yourself. I can't change the shape of time."

"But the Beasts will kill you!" he protested. "Lahmu damn it all, be reasonable and come with me!"

"I'm sorry," Tolot replied, "but I can't allow a time paradox to ensue."

Paronn swore.

"Storage banks at one-hundred percent!" Lasoth's tense voice called above the sound of gunfire. "The time field is stable. Hurry, Paronn! What are you waiting for?"

Levian Paronn hesitated. Then he breathed deeply and took a step. He now stood directly in front of the seething temporal field. The blue luminescence seemed to tempt him, and suddenly he felt all fear fall away from him. The crackling and hissing of the beam weapons, the roar of explosions, and the choked cries from injured and dying soldiers ... Everything faded into the background. He heard only the excited pounding of his heart, the panting of his strained breathing.

The time machine's transport field was only an arm's length away from him. The past was close enough to touch.

The Twelfth Hero was right, he thought, intoxicated with triumph. I will accomplish great things that anyone else would consider impossible. I will save the Lemurians and the Great Tamanium and destroy the Beasts ...

He felt tears in his eyes. Tears of relief and of gratitude that the Hero had chosen him to change the fate of the Lemurian people.

Then he pulled himself together. With one long step he went through the force field and vanished.

Levian Paronn was on his way into the past, on his way to fulfilling his destiny.
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Hardly had Paronn stepped into the time machine's transport field, when an interval beam pulverized a section of the building's roof and struck the battery of storage banks. They exploded with deafening thunder cracks. Discharges of energy shot through the ozone-impregnated air and incinerated some of the technicians responsible for overseeing the energy supply. Icho Tolot saw the transport field dissolve with a final flickering and then the shockwave of the explosion caught him and hurled him several meters through the air and against the wall.

At the last moment he hardened his body's molecular structure, but even so the impact was violent enough that red spots whirled for a few seconds in front of his eyes. Groaning, he lay where he had fallen and, half-dazed, moved his head. His vision slowly cleared. When he could see clearly again, the first Beasts were already charging into the hall.

The soldiers and technicians posted around the time machine immediately opened fire on the four-armed giants. The beams from their thermal and impulse weapons were effortlessly absorbed by the intruders' paratron shields. Several salvos from their interval guns smashed the last resistance. Ruun Lasoth was struck by an interval blast and toppled stiffly to the floor like a felled tree. It grew quiet in the hall while outside the battles continued to rage and explosions thundered. Tolot pulled his beamer from its hip holster and fired a few shots into the rear of the hall, acting as though he wanted to fight against the Lemurians. Two Beasts tramped with thundering steps towards him and he stared into the mouths of their fire-ready interval guns. He lowered his beamer and slid it back into its holster.

"It's a good thing you came," he gasped. "The Lemurians would have killed me if you hadn't stepped in."

"Who are you?" one of the Beasts rumbled. "To what unit do you belong? And how did you come to be in the power of the Time Criminals?"

They do not distrust you, the overbrain said to his still dazed consciousness. Whatever Merhon Velsath may have told the Beasts when he committed his treason ... he apparently did not mention you and your role. Use your chance!

Tolot stood up with difficulty. "I am Icho Tolot," he replied, "and I come from the future." He gestured to the time machine. "My archaeological team and I discovered a time machine on a planet in the galactic center. It was clearly of Lemurian origin. When we examined it, it activated itself and transported me to this time and place. In the moment I materialized here, a Lemurian scientist traveled into the past. I could not prevent it. Then your attack began ... "

The two Beasts exchanged glances. While one continued to threaten him with its gun, the other turned away and spoke with a muffled, inaudible voice into its battlesuit's com-unit. When it turned back to Tolot, it glared at him menacingly.

"You will wait here," it said. "Do not move from this place or you will die."

Obey the order, the overbrain admonished him. These are just subordinate warriors. Your fate will be decided only when their commander arrives.

"I am glad that you have come," Tolot said aloud. "Who knows what the Lemurians would have done with this time machine otherwise."

The two Beasts didn't answer. They went on holding their guns aimed at him while outside the sound of battle ebbed away and the explosions tapered off. Through the hole in the ceiling, Tolot could see half a dozen black spherical spacecraft with flattened tops and bottoms hovering over the devastated base. More fireballs flared up in the sky, expanding and then fading out after a while. Debris raced like shooting stars through the atmosphere, leaving flaming trails in their wake.

Suddenly a group of Beasts emerged from the thick, blowing snow and stepped through the door. They were led by a four-armed giant that was larger than its companions. The raven-black skin of his leathery face showed patches of white pigment the size of a man's hands, shining as though polished.

Tolot found himself instinctively stiffening.

The appearance and bearing of this Beast showed that it was accustomed to giving orders. It strode up to him with long, stamping steps and looked down at him. In its shining red eyes was no emotion, only cold curiosity. It stared at him as though he was a rare insect that it wanted to examine.

"I am Hork Nomas," came its thundering introduction, "Commander of the 4th Fleet of the Righteous of Time. Who are you, traitor?"

"I am not a traitor," Tolot said, defending himself indignantly. He repeated his story and said in conclusion, "You intervened at just the right moment. If the time machine's energy banks had not been destroyed, the Lemurians would have sent an entire expedition into the past. The danger of a time paradox would have been increased beyond measure."

"From what time do you come?" Nomas asked, still not convinced.

"A future more than 50,000 years from now," Tolot answered.

There was silence for several moments. Tolot could see how impressed it was by that unimaginable amount of time. Finally Nomas spoke again.

"If you truly come from the future," he said slowly, "then you must know how this war will end."

"We Righteous of Time were victorious over the Lemurians," Tolot replied. "The defeat of the Time Criminals was total. Nothing more is left of them in the future. They were wiped out and have been forgotten forever."

"Ah ... " the Beast said, snorting. "I did not expect anything else."

You have to give him more, the overbrain urged Tolot. You must win his sympathy at all costs.

"We are the undisputed rulers of this and the twin galaxy," Tolot added. "All other races serve us. Whoever dares rebel is smashed with an iron fist. And we have shaken off the yoke of the First Vibratory Power ... "

Hork Nomas gasped audibly. He bent down to the smaller Halutian and murmured, "Tell me more about this, visitor from the future."

Tolot thought quickly. He knew that the ancient Halutians had attacked the Great Tamanium on behalf of the First Vibratory Power. Their mission was to put a stop to the experiments with time that it considered dangerous to its existence. But he also knew the war-like mentality of his ancestors and its tendency to domination. He knew that they had been only unwilling servants, filled with fear and hatred for their masters.

That is the perfect psychological lever, his overbrain observed. Use it properly and you will win their trust.

"The First Vibratory Power was always merely exploiting us," Tolot said aloud. "We were not partners with them, only tools. They sent us into the war against the Lemurians without providing us with the technological means to end the war quickly. Millions of us fought bravely and still had to die in the first decades of the war."

The Beasts murmured in agreement.

"That is an unfortunate fact," their Commander rumbled. "The First Vibratory Power has always been brutal to us even though we serve it loyally and devotedly."

"If it had only equipped us with paratron technology at the beginning of the war," Tolot went on with an audible fury in his voice, "countless numbers of our warriors would not have died in vain. The sacrifices we made were unnecessary."

Hork Nomas bent his head in approval. "I can only agree with that, Icho Tolot. Many of my brave warriors died on the battlefield because they did not have the proper weapons and energy shields. There were even moments when I feared that the Time Criminals would triumph."

"But we won the war," Tolot thundered, "and afterwards we rose up against the First Vibratory Power. There were bloody and bitter battles from which we emerged victorious. After years of terrible battles, we fought our way to the home system of the First Vibratory Power in the satellite galaxy and destroyed their world. Since then we have been the masters. Since then we have ruled unchallenged ... "

Nomas took a deep breath. "That," he said thoughtfully, "is indeed good news." He looked over at the time machine. "But the journey of the Time Criminal Levian Paronn into the past represents an enormous danger to us. We must take action. Tell me, Icho Tolot, can you operate the time machine?"

The Halutian hesitated. He instinctively sensed that his life was hanging on the answer to that question. Should he lie to prevent the Beasts from using the time machine? Or tell the truth to win their trust once and for all. If he did, he would be risking the possibility that the Beasts themselves would mount an expedition into time themselves and attempt to kill Levian Paronn in the past?

His overbrain spoke up again. The truth is the only alternative at this time. Once you have Nomas's trust, you will surely have an opportunity later to foil the Beasts' plans.

"I am not familiar with all of the machine's components," Tolot said calmly, "but I am convinced that I will be able to operate it after a thorough examination."

"Very well," the Beast commander rumbled. He turned to his companions. "Dismantle the machine and load it on board the HORGON THAR. And hurry. It will not be long before the Time Criminals mount a counterattack."

He gestured to Tolot and the Halutian followed the gigantic Beast out into the blowing snow. The fireballs of the exploding ships in the sky had now faded away, but the base's barracks and gun emplacements still burned. Oily smoke rose from them into the sky. In the west, on the horizon, where the huge city of Matronis lay, hung the mushroom-shaped dust and ash clouds caused by tactical nuclear weapons. Tolot wondered bleakly if the Beasts had intentionally destroyed the city or just the ground forts around it. He looked through the dancing flakes and saw landing craft from the Beast ships circling. Now and then an explosion shattered the uncanny silence that had settled over the devastated Fleet base. Apparently scattered Lemurian units were still resisting.

It didn't surprise him.

The ancestors of the Second Humanity were courageous fighters who didn't give up even in the face of certain defeat.

He looked upwards.

From out of the clouds and the whirling snowflakes appeared a gigantic mountain of black steel. It was one of the Beasts' super-battleships with a diameter of 1700 meters. A leviathan of space and virtually invincible. The ship slowly sank towards the landing field in front of the assembly hall. Tolot was suddenly glad that the light cruiser had disappeared as a result of the test run of the time machine. If the captured ship had still been standing in its place, he would have had serious problems convincing the Beasts of his fabricated story.

He followed Hork Nomas onto the landing field. They passed the smoking, still glowing debris of the mobile thermoguns and the bodies of the fallen soldiers who had stood guard. As the falling snow abated, he looked around and saw many more dead Lemurians, but only two Beast corpses. This was yet further proof of the ancient Halutians' technological superiority.

The shadow of the descending super-battleship lay like a dark creature on the landing field. Masses of displaced air buffeted the Halutian and he braced himself against the pressure.

Nomas stopped and deeply inhaled the smoke-filled air. "Ah," he sighed, "that is the fragrance of victory, my friend."

My friend. Tolot's two hearts leaped. His strategy had been successful. He had correctly estimated the hatred of the ancient Halutians for the First Vibratory Power and had appealed to their secret desires with his story. They had accepted him.

But only because, for them, the concept that one of them really could be a traitor and desert to the Lemurian side is utterly absurd, his overbrain informed him coolly. You must be careful not to arouse their distrust. Your life depends on your cleverness.

The flattened south pole of the super-battleship HORGON THAR with its ring of attached propulsion engines hung directly above Nomas and Tolot. As a hatch door opened, the two Halutians were seized by an antigrav field and they shot upwards. From the corner of his eyes, Tolot saw the Beasts dragging the first components of the time machine out of the hall, then they were lost from his view.

He followed the commander through the large airlock to an antigrav shaft, which carried them up to the ship's command deck. A moment later they had reached the control center. The Beasts at the control consoles, terminals, and switch panels leaped up and saluted as their commander entered. Nomas rumbled in satisfaction and waved Tolot to a vacant seat, then dropped into the massive chair at the command console.

"The enemy's ships are gathering in the orbit of the moon," a Beast reported. "Our units continue to control near-planetary space around Lemur. However, we won't be able to hold the position if the Time Criminals launch a counterattack. We must either request reinforcements or withdraw."

"Our mission is nearly complete," Nomas growled. "We need only a little more patience."

Tolot watched on the monitors as the individual components of the time machine were transported out of the hall to the super-battleship and disappeared within its enormous cargo holds. The Beasts worked with astonishing and frightening efficiency. It didn't take long before the disassembly and the loading of the machine was finished. The last members of the ground troops went on board and the colossal hatch doors closed.

Slowly, the super-battleship climbed into the sky.

From a high altitude, the extent of the destruction around the Fleet base could be clearly seen. Where the towers and skyscrapers of Matronis had once risen, now yawned blazing, smoking craters. Fires burned everywhere, and the soot and ash colored the winter landscape black.

Nomas gave an order and the Beast ship's interval and impulse cannons fired at the base's ruins. Within a few seconds, it was completely annihilated. Anyone who might have still been alive down there was now certainly dead.

So many victims, Icho Tolot thought, depressed. What a monstrous tragedy ...

All this is history and happened long ago, his overbrain told him, unmoved. Your pity is understandable but inappropriate.

The Halutian choked back a curse. Sometimes he hated the overbrain for its cold, heartless logic.

"We should take advantage of the opportunity and drop an Armageddon bomb on Lemur," one of Nomas's officers said suddenly. "We can wipe out the Time Criminals' home world once and for all."

Tolot looked in alarm over at Nomas. The commander seemed to be considering the suggestion

You must prevent that no matter what! The overbrain's thought shot through Tolot's mind, the mental equivalent of a shout. An atom fire would negate the existence of the Second Humanity and cause a time paradox with inconceivable consequences!

Tolot cleared his throat and said aloud to Nomas: "Commander, Lemur will be one of our most important strategic bases in the future. From here we control the Westside of the Galaxy. Destruction of the planet would mean a weakening of our own power."

The gigantic Beast with the white pigment flecks looked at him thoughtfully. Then he shrugged, indifferent. "Lemur is no longer a threat to us," he rumbled. "Why should we waste an Armageddon bomb, then?"

Suddenly, an alarm howled through the control center. On the hyperdetection monitor a Lemurian battleship had appeared in a higher orbit. Apparently the commander had taken the risk of making a semispace jump in the outer region of the planetary gravitation field. With a glowing red shield it raced towards the Beast ship and fired its Thermo and impulse guns. The energy beams faded away without any effect on the HORGON THAR's paratron shield.

"Return fire," Nomas ordered coldly.

A salvo from the interval guns was enough to sweep away the Lemurian ship's semispace shield and punch large holes into the super-hardened steel hull. A section of the equatorial rim engines exploded. Out of control, the 1000-meter diameter battleship plunged towards the planet.

In helpless horror, Icho Tolot watched as the steel giant plowed through the atmosphere, leaving a fiery trail many kilometers long behind it, and crashed into the ocean off the southern coast of Lemuria. The impact set off a gigantic tidal wave that overran the coast and a large part of the interior. Immediately after the crash, the wreck exploded. A colossal atomic mushroom cloud rose into the sky. The huge explosion triggered massive quakes that shook every coastal area that had been spared by the tsunami. Tolot saw a deep crevice, glowing at the bottom, open up at the southwestern edge of Lemuria. Then the super-battleship was too far away to make out further details.

The planet and its doomed continent fell away, and the super-battleship pushed onwards into open space. The other Beast units gathered around the flagship and accelerated as the Lemurian fleet in the distant orbit of the planet's moon began its counterattack.

But the Lemurian ships were too slow.

Long before they reached the enemy, the small Beast fleet disappeared into hyperspace.
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After a flight that lasted barely a day, they landed on a Beast base planet. A volcanic, rocky world ravaged by storms. If it wasn't Hell, Tolot thought, it wasn't far removed. The majority of the fleet had separated from the HORGON THAR to carry out operations against the Time Criminals in other locations. Only two light cruisers stood next to the super-battleship at the small spaceport. With diameters of one-hundred meters, they looked like toys beside the giant.

Lightning flashed in the dark, cloudy sky, and a violent hurricane raged over the low, bulky buildings that surrounded the landing field like a horseshoe. The Beasts transported the individual components of the time machine into an assembly and repair shop for heavy war machines.

Icho Tolot sat in the control center of the HORGON THAR and observed the unloading and transport operation.

You must find a way to prevent or even sabotage the use of the time machine so the Beasts cannot thwart Levian Paronn's plans, his overbrain told him. And you must try to escape from the Beasts—somehow.

Tolot could have laughed out loud in despair. It was easy for the overbrain to talk. Although he was certain that he had managed to win the Beasts' trust, he was equally convinced that they would not let him out of their sight for a moment. Hork Nomas might be pleased by the idea that his people had defeated the First Vibratory Power, but the commander was no fool. He would keep the visitor from the future under constant observation until the time mission had been successfully completed.

Tolot thought once more of the star arks. He still had no idea how he was to get on board the LEMCHA OVIR, and he was gradually beginning to doubt that he would ever manage it. If that was so, then he would not reach Ichest and make the trip through the time machine possible for his earlier self on Gorbas IV. The danger of becoming the victim of a time loop grew with each second.

Nomas's booming voice tore him out of his thoughts.

"We know what the Time Criminal Levian Paronn did in the past," the Beast Commander said as he fixed the Halutian with his shining red eyes. "We have found proof of his activities in Lemuria's historical archives. We must retroactively make sure his plan fails."

Normas gave one of his subordinates a wave. The Beast bent over its control panel and pressed several buttons. A monitor lit up. Tolot suppressed an astonished gasp when he saw a cylindrical structure of gray metal some five kilometers long and 500 meters in diameter. It was the NETHACK ACHTON! The camera showed the ark from various perspectives in front of a background of stars and the blue sphere of Lemur. There then followed a sequence in which it accelerated and disappeared into the blackness of space, leaving only sparking stars behind. A distorted commentary praised the accomplishment of the Great Solidarity. Under the leadership of the scientist Levian Paronn, the Solidarity had constructed generation ships to spread the seed of the Lemurians throughout space.

The images changed. Another ark became visible, a ring-formed construction with a rectangular cross-section that Tolot immediately identified as the LEMCHA OVIR. That was the ark he would accompany on its dilation flight ... if the Beasts did not change the course of history and he was successful in finding it. A date indicator in the lower right corner of the image showed that this ark had set out on its millennia-long journey years later than the NETHACK ACHTON.

Other generation ships of different construction types appeared on the monitor as they began their flights to the stars at intervals of years and decades. Finally, the historical recordings ended with the departure of the ACHATI UMA, the ark on which Levian Paronn was traveling.

Tolot felt electrified when he heard Levian Paronn's voice, announcing that the generation ships would ensure the continued existence of the Lemurian people.

As the recordings ended, Tolot could conceal his relief only with difficulty. Paronn had actually succeeded in building the arks and sending them on their journeys. Everything had happened in accordance with the pre-existing shape of time.

"We have analyzed the recordings," Hork Nomas rumbled, "and we are certain that we can calculate the course vectors of these ships using the star patterns. We will then track the ships down and destroy them. However, there is still the possibility that the historical records are not complete and we will not find all the arks. Some of the Lemurian Time Criminals could survive."

"That must not happen," Tolot agreed nervously.

"Therefore, we have no other choice than to eliminate Paronn's work in the past," Nomas continued. "We must kill him before he can begin the construction of the generation ships." He was silent for a moment. "With your help, Icho Tolot, we will transport the HORGON THAR into the past and deal with the time criminal."

Tolot hesitated while his thoughts raced. He couldn't allow Nomas to calculate the arks' flight vectors and destroy them. But he also couldn't allow a fully functional Beast super-battleship to reach the past. Knowing Nomas, it was only too probable that he would not be satisfied with killing Paronn. He would use the HORGON THAR to annihilate the entire Lemurian civilization of the year 4500 d.T. at the same time.

Suddenly it occurred to Tolot that there had been a mention in Paronn's mental diary of a small Beast ship that had attacked the Apsu System in the year 4560 and was destroyed.

That was the solution! If he went about it cleverly enough, he could fulfill Nomas's wish without endangering Paronn or retroactively changing the course of history.

"I am sorry," he said aloud, "but transporting the HORGON THAR into the past is impossible. The ship is too large for the time machine's capacity."

Nomas swore.

Then Tolot added quickly: "But I am certain that one of the light cruisers can be readied for a time jump. The small ship should be enough to eliminate the Time Criminals. After all, Lemurian civilization in that period is extremely primitive."

"Excellent!" Nomas exclaimed. "I expect you to start work immediately. The time criminals must be dealt with as quickly as possible."

"As you command," Tolot murmured.

The Commander indicated two of his subordinates. "Gorben and Kadark are my best technical officers. They will assist you with the assembly of the time machine and preparations for the jump into the past."

"That is a good idea," the Halutian lied. "The more support I have, the more quickly we can carry out our plan."

Guards, he thought. But he didn't expect anything else. Nomas trusted him only to a certain extent. In any case, he doubted that the Beasts understood much about temporal physics and the operation of the time teleporter. He had to conceal his true intentions from them with a little cunning and trickery.

"However," he continued, "the cruiser will not be able to return to the present. It will have to remain in the past."

"Not necessarily," Nomas rumbled. "It can come back to our time by dilation flight. And if the cruiser is unable to do that, the crewmembers will have merely sacrificed their lives for our great victory," he added indifferently.

Tolot growled in agreement. "Follow me," he said to the two Technos and left the control center with them.

When they reached the building in which the components of the time machine were stored, he discovered that some of the pieces had been damaged during the disassembly or transport. He complained loudly about the incompetence of the salvage team, but secretly he was pleased. To carry out the plan he had devised, he needed time, and the repair and reproduction of these parts would provide him with the necessary delay.

Under the watchful eyes of Gorben and Kadark, he busied himself with the reassembly of the components. He worked with deliberate slowness. As he did so, he bombarded the two guardians with long-winded explanations of temporal-physical theory and the complicated internal structure and functioning of the time machine. His assumption that his endless stream of words would soon bore and overwhelm the two Beasts proved correct. He now knew how he could divert his watchdogs and carry out his plan.

He worked for twelve hours during which the assembly of the time machine made only sluggish progress. He then went back on board the HORGON THAR, taking Gorben and Kardak with him into the super-battleship's highly advanced, automated workshop to have the damaged components duplicated. The fully automatic reproduction of the pieces did not take long, but he pretended to be dissatisfied with the quality of the duplicates. He repeated the process several times, finally breaking off with an angry tirade about the primitive technology of his ancestors and postponing the work until the next day.

Visibly unnerved, Gorben and Kadark led him to his cabin and left him alone. They did, however, post a guard by the door.

Tolot smiled joylessly and concentrated on his real plan. With the help of the positronic unit in his battlesuit, he programmed regenerating stealth viruses that he intended to input into the three Beast ships' on-board computers. They were destructive, hardly detectable programs that would enable him to sabotage Nomas's time expedition and allow him to flee from the Beasts' base planet.

Assuming Halutian software technology is superior to that of the Beasts, his overbrain commented with cold logic. You are not familiar with the quality of their virus scanners. If they catch you inputting the stealth viruses, they will kill you.

He ignored the critical remark and continued to work determinedly.

The next day, he informed Hork Nomas that the entire output of the HORGON THAR's reactor would be necessary to supply the energy requirements of the time machine. He embellished his claim with complicated temporal-physical explanations and digressions about nanopulsating energy streams. These went far beyond the Beast commander's capacity to understand, and Tolot was given permission to use the ship's positronic and adapt the reactor's control mechanism to the time machine's energy control systems.

Tolot spent long hours writing the necessary programs and testing them. In a moment when he wasn't being observed, he input the prepared stealth viruses into the ship's computer. He held his breath, half-expecting the positronic's virus scanner to sound the alarm, but nothing happened. The viruses' camouflage ensured that the computer saw them as integral components of the new energy control programs.

The first step had been successfully taken.

When the viruses were activated, they would block the super-battleship's engines and weaponry, and help him in making his escape. Even if the Beasts succeeded in tracing the active viruses and eliminating them, they wouldn't have accomplished anything. The sabotage programs would keep regenerating and expanding their destructive power until the entire operating system was erased and reinstalled.

A complicated, labor-intensive process that would give him enough time to flee from this planet.

Tolot assigned Gorben and Kadark to take the energy cables from the HORGON THAR to the building where the time machine stood. He then used the opportunity to copy the historical recordings of the launching of the star arks to his battlesuit's computer. Then he input another, simple virus that would erase the recordings in the super-battleship's computer as soon as the sabotage programs became active.

He didn't know if other copies of the recordings existed, but he couldn't do any more to protect the star arks from the Beasts' reach.

Luck was with him. No one noticed his covert meddling with the program of the ship's positronic.

He spent the rest of the day in the SHAKAN, the light cruiser that would be transported into the past. Under the pretext of calibrating the cruiser's five-dimensional operating systems so they wouldn't hinder the time jump, he input camouflaged viruses into that ship's computer as well. Malicious little programs that attacked not only the software but the hardware, too, and saw to it that the cruiser's engines, energy shields, and weaponry would only operate defectively when it had made the time jump.

The SHAKAN would be half a wreck when it arrived in the year 4560, vulnerable even to the primitive weapons of the Lemurians of that era. Perry Rhodan's mind had experienced the destruction of the Beast ship as an observer.

Satisfied, Icho Tolot finished his work.

"We must prepare a second light cruiser as well," he told his two overseers, "in case there are complications with the time jump and the SHAKAN is damaged. I urgently advise keeping a replacement ship ready. Otherwise there is the danger that the Time Criminal Levian Paronn will still triumph."

Gorben and Kadark agreed, and Tolot went with the two guardians on board the other cruiser. There, he repeated his manipulations. Only this time he smuggled special stealth viruses into the ship's positronic that would give him control over the spacecraft when he activated them.

He had barely finished the work when he was called to Hork Nomas's quarters. He was afraid that his sabotage had been discovered, but the Beast commander only wanted to ask him more about the future. He was keen to know more of the Beasts' glorious rule, and their brilliant victory over the hated First Vibratory Power.

During the days that followed, he worked on assembling the time machine. In a moment when he wasn't being watched, he infected the control module with a virus. It would block the unit controlling the power supply after the completed time jump and overload the energy storage banks. The resulting explosion would either destroy the time machine or at least damage it so severely that repairing it would be beyond the Beasts' technical knowledge.

Then all his preparations for the time jump were complete—as well as for his escape from this planet.

He spent the night before the crucial time operation in fearful expectation that the Beasts might still discover his handiwork. However, his apparently enthusiastic cooperation and the prospect of their final triumph over the Time Criminal Paronn had dispelled any suspicion of him.

"This is an historic moment," Hork Nomas declared as he stood with Tolot and a dozen technicians in front of the time machine and the systems were powered up. "We will strike the Lemurian Time Criminals with their own weapon." The gigantic Beast's white-pigmented face showed a broad smile.

Tolot gave a rumbling laugh. "They are getting what they have earned."

"And we have no one but you to thank for this victory," Nomas added. "You will go down in the history of our people as a hero."

The Halutian dismissed the accolade with feigned modesty. "I am only doing my duty."

Then he concentrated on the control module. The super-battleship's reactor had loaded the energy storage banks to one-hundred percent of capacity. The temporal converter droned contentedly and transformed the energy into hyperdimensional force fields that flickered palely between the funnel-shaped converters. They grew stronger and more stable with each passing second.

Tolot looked to the open door of the assembly hall and out to the landing field of the small spaceport, where the light cruiser SHAKAN stood. The crew was already on board and waiting for the time jump.

"All systems operating flawlessly," one of the Beast technicians announced after a look at the temporal converter and energy control displays.

"Initialization of temporal converters successfully completed," Tolot said.

He manipulated the switches on the control module. The shining blue force field between the converters began to pulsate, slowly at first and then increasingly faster. At the same time, the field was twisted into a spindle, its point directed at the SHAKAN.

"Step back to the energy storage banks," the Halutian added warningly. "It would be dangerous to stray within range of the teleporter field now."

The Beasts obeyed and gathered in front of the storage banks. Tolot suppressed a satisfied smile and increased the output of the converters. The humming of the temporal transformer swelled to a vibrating rumble. The pulsating, glowing blue spindle-shaped field grew longer and crept like an exotic snake towards the SHAKAN. Then the force field reached the light cruiser and enveloped it in an azure-blue aura. Energy discharges crackled like St. Elmo's fire over the black hull and merged into a flickering corona.

"Time jump commencing ... now!" Tolot exclaimed.

He hesitated for a moment. His words were the signal for the computer integrated with his battlesuit to activate the stealth virus on board the three spacecraft with an ultra-shortwave com signal. Then, he touched a sensor switch on the control module.

In the same moment, the Beast ship vanished from the spaceport. The surrounding air poured into the sudden vacuum with a thundering crack. The Beasts roared in triumph and struck each other on the shoulder. The howling of the storage banks, into which energy was still being fed, drowned out their cries of celebration only seconds later.

Puzzled, the Beasts turned towards the bank of storage units.

"What is the meaning of this?" Nomas called. "Are there problems?"

"That is a perfectly normal side effect of the time jump," Tolot replied. He drew back towards the assembly hall door. "There is no reason to be concerned."

The Beast commander stared at him with his three red eyes. Suspicion lit up in them as the howling of the storage banks increased to a deafening level.

Tolot had almost reached the hall door when Nomas made the first effort to stop him. But it was too late. The enormous quantities of energy that the super-battleship was pumping into the storage banks overloaded the buffer. Bolts of energy shot out of the units and knocked several of the Beasts to the floor. Nomas cried out in sudden comprehension and reached for the hip controls of his battlesuit to activate its energy shield. But at just that moment the storage banks exploded.

A ball of fire devoured the Beasts. Tolot was caught by the shockwave and hurled out on to the landing field, but he was prepared and had hardened his body's molecular structure. He didn't feel any pain when he hit the ground. Immediately he leaped up again and activated the Paratron field.

He glanced briefly back at the assembly hall where the fireball had now faded. While the time machine had largely escaped the force of the explosion, the Beasts had been slammed against the walls and weren't moving. He didn't know if they were dead. However, considering the tough constitutions of his ancestors, he suspected that they were still alive and would soon regain consciousness.

His suspicion was correct.

Hork Nomas, lying among the smoking debris of the storage banks, was already starting to move again.

Tolot took off running. The second light cruiser was only a short kilometer away, overshadowed by the towering colossus of the super-battleship, but it seemed like an eternity until he reached it. The entire time he feared that the stealth viruses had failed and the Beasts on board the HORGON THAR would open fire on him, but nothing happened.

With a com impulse he took control of the cruiser's positronic and ordered it to open the lower hatch door. As the hatch slid to the side, he looked back at the assembly hall. The first Beasts were staggering outside, visibly the worse for wear after the explosion. They were too far away to be a danger to him now.

An antigrav field carried him upwards into the airlock. Moments later, Tolot entered the control center of the unoccupied ship and initiated the take-off procedure. On the exterior-view monitors, he watched as Hork Nomas and half a dozen Beasts ran towards the cruiser and fired at it with interval guns. The hull's hardened steel withstood the impacts. As a precaution, Tolot activated the paratron shield and increased the output of the antigrav generators.

The Beast ship rose slowly into the sky. The guns of the HORGON THAR remained silent, blocked by the stealth viruses he had introduced. He thought of the SHAKAN, whose viruses had also become active before the time jump. They would disrupt the functioning of the ship's systems as soon as the cruiser reached its destination time. The Lemurians of that era would have no difficulty destroying the Beast ship.

Levian Paronn and the star arks had been saved.

At an altitude of about a thousand meters, Tolot activated the cruiser's impulse engines. The volcanic, fissured surface of the base planet quickly fell away beneath him. Seconds later, he had reached open space and was greeted by the shining points of light of myriads of stars.

He had escaped from the Beasts.


Epilogue

 

 

The ship sat under the cover of the corona of a red-giant star that had no planets, safe from the Beast ships' hyperdetectors that were undoubtedly searching for him. Within, Icho Tolot examined and evaluated the historical recordings of the launching of the star arks. It required a great deal of time and effort, but by taking into consideration the star patterns and the Milky Way's own movement, he was able to determine the generation ships' course vectors and their current positions.

One of the arks, the CHODOK MON, which had been among the first ships to leave the Apsu System, was only a hundred light-years distant. He flew towards its projected position. The ark's detection shield made it difficult for him to track it down, but after hours of searching he finally found it and went on board.

He was greeted warmly and with curiosity by the Lemurians, and he was thankful and relieved that the sight of him didn't fill them with terror.

His arrival was overshadowed by the sudden appearance of a Beast ship, and in a fierce battle he destroyed the enemy. The encounter with the Beasts abruptly awakened his memory of the mysterious hypercom signal that had been sent from the arks in the present of the year 1327 NGE. He wondered if the Beasts had inserted hypercom transmitters on the generation ships and if these signals were responsible for their sudden appearance on Gorbas IV. Whatever might be behind it, Tolot was convinced that Perry Rhodan would succeed in warding off the danger. In addition, Rhodanos undoubtedly had powerful help: namely himself, Icho Tolot. That Tolot, at least, who had already made the return journey to the year 1327 NGE and—perhaps—had learned much more than he knew now. He would find out himself ...

His cruiser had been damaged in the battle with the Beast ship and he needed considerable time for repairs. As days and weeks passed on board the ark, years and decades went by in the rest of the universe due to the dilation effect. Finally Tolot had finished the repair work and he took his leave from the Lemurians of the CHODOK MON.

He headed towards the second ark, then a third, and then the fourth. Over time he visited almost all of the arks, and his fear that the Beasts had descended on these islands of life gradually faded. He did not know why, but they only seemed to have tracked down the CHODOK MON. At some point they lost interest in the Lemurian ships because they had become peaceful. This was a part of the history of his people: the Lemurian Psychogenic Regenerator, developed and finally perfected almost at the last minute, had changed the Beasts into peaceful Halutians dedicated to the sciences.

One of Tolot's final destinations was the NETHACK ACHTON. Deep down, he had feared it could have been the target of a Beast attack. However, the generation ship was untouched and the Lemurians on board had still never encountered beings that looked like him.

He was received by the Lemurians of the NETHACK ACHTON in friendly fashion, although he arrived at a time of crisis. The generation now living on board had never seen Lemur and doubted the purpose of their long journey. Mutually hostile factions had formed and violent conflicts were threatening to break out. Tolot stayed with them for a while, settled the disputes, and gave the Lemurians a new sense of purpose. He told them stories of the wonders of the universe that awaited their children's children and of the fateful importance of their journey for the survival of the Lemurian people.

They would remember him forever as a guide and mentor.

Tolot enjoyed the peace that he found on the NETHACK ACHTON after the many battles and the terrible suffering that he had seen on Torbutan and Lemur. However, he had to move on, to the ACHATI UMA, the ark on which Levian Paronn traveled. He was already looking forward to seeing the scientist again. They would have a great deal to tell each other.

Beyond that, his course had already been determined.

After visiting the ACHATI UMA, he would head for the LEMCHA OVIR. There he would spend the millennia in dilation flight until the ark reached the Ichest System and crashed. From Ichest he would finally reach Gorbas IV, where in the present of the year 1327 NGE the Beasts would be causing trouble again. He would make it possible for his other, earlier self to travel into the past and to the adventures that waited for him there in accordance with the established shape of time.

The circle would close.

But was it really a circle without a definite beginning and with no ending? That would mean that he could not have avoided his predetermined fate, neither by action nor by neglect. Or was there a danger that time could be molded like wax in his hands as long he had not reached the year 1327 NGE again? Not flying to the LEMCHA OVIR was all he needed to do. The consequences would be many and far-reaching.

Impossible to predict.

Perhaps he should just content himself with seeking out Levian Paronn on the ACHATI UMA ...

And after that waited the future, mysterious and unfathomable, but filled with enticing promise.
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