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CHAPTER 1

On a shrill, shouted command, two hundred gleaning netal arns rai sed upward. A
hundred fluorescing ray guns pointed at the cloudl ess sky of the Gobi Desert. One hundred
steel fighter robots poised notionlessly; their mechanical inner workings were operating,
but this was not outwardly detectable.

"Let's give our guest the full dress treatnent," Col onel Freyt advised, with an
ironic glance at the hunman commandi ng of ficer of the robot guard troops standi ng at
attention. Captain Kl ein coughed discreetly. He squinted across at the ship that had just
| anded. "Looks kind of famliar," he said. "WII you take care of the cerenony, sir?"

Col onel Freyt, chief of the Space Fighter Force, noved forward stiffly like a
mari onette. On the nmighty tail unit of the | anded jet bonber gl eamred the enbl em of the
U S. Space Force. Freyt stopped before the escal ator.

The figure enmerging fromthe narrow hatch was huge and i npressive. General Lesley
Pounder, space force conmander, |ooked about himsilently. For a nonent his gaze rested
on the dress formation of the fighter robots. He acknow edged Captain Klein s salute
di stractedly. Far above the airport thundered ghostly shapes in the blue May sky of the
Gobi Desert. It was shortly after 1300 hours. The sun’'s heat bore down
oppressively. Crackling blasts of thunder confirmed that the ships up there, whistling
toward outer space, had pierced the sound barrier. Before the sonic boons reached the
ground, the silvery dots of reflected |ight had di sappeared.

Pounder cleared his throat "Quite a show," he acknow edged appreciatively. Then,
"Hell o, Freyt. It's been a long tinme, hasn't it?" Even Pounder found the first nmoments of
their nmeeting a bit distressing."About three years, sir," Freyt agreed diplomatically.
"You sent ne to the noon in a Stardust-class rocket. The nission went as badly as the
| andi ng we nmade. If the chief, Perry Rhodan, hadn't arrived with the space sphere, you'd
have had to add three nore test pilots to the crash list."Pounder, square built and
al ways on a sharp edge, pressed his lips together. "That's right," he confirned coldly.
"For three years now you' ve been wearing the uniformof the Third Power. Hm nm+doesn’t
| ook so bad. A bit Utopian. | see you' ve been pronoted, too."Colonel Freyt decided not to
answer the innuendoes. Pounder had cone here to the sanctum sanctorum of the Third Power
as a visitor. It would be senseless for Freyt to argue with his forner superior

"The car is waiting, sir," he parried. "The chief is not here yet. W received a
nmessage fromhimjust a half hour ago. He's sonewhere near the orbit of Mars in a fighter
ship, making a test flight."General Pounder also swallowed this pill. H's forner
subordi nate spoke casually of things that were still inconprehensible to nmankind. "Near
the orbit of Mars," he murnured to hinself. "That sounds strange. You' ve conme a |ong way,
lad. Definitely further than woul d have been possible in the space force. You' ve really
been buil di ng up around here. "Pounder took a | ook around. Far to the north, near Goshun,
the towerlike structures of Galacto City | oonmed skyward. He had not been here for three
years. At that tine the Third Power had possessed only a few provisional buildings. And
now t his! The two flight centers alone could serve as showpl aces for any mmj or power—but
the port was the mghtiest installation ever created by nan."W have further plans,"”
Freyt told himexpressionlessly. "The | and area we’' ve bought fromthe Asiatic Federation
now amounts to exactly 14,400 square nmiles. Galacto City, according to the | atest census,

has 230, 000 inhabitants. If you please, sir, our people will service your ship." Wth a
gl ance at the m ghty bonber, he added casually. "That old cowis a bit prinitive, you
know. Are you still using the ol d-fashioned nucl ear propul sion?"

"That’ s the propul sion that sent you to the noon, Freyt. Are you trying to rub in how
terribly far behind you we are? Just renenber that you and Perry Rhodan got your start in
the space force. If | hadn't sent Perry to the noon he woul dn’'t have cone across the
Arkoni des. That is what you call the aliens, isn't it?"

"Precisely, sir," Freyt nodded.
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Pounder snorted. "Wthout this alien intelligence we woul dn’t have made anot her step
of progress. Rhodan | ucked out when he gained their confidence. It's the only way the
Third Power could have conme into being. Well, enough of that. How is Rhodan maki ng out as
chief of state?"

"Do you nean the president, sir?"

Pounder funed silently for a nonent, then blasted out, "Freyt, for nme your president
will always be Maj or Rhodan, the shavetail | pronoted and drilled personally until he was
pl aced i n that nonentous expedition. You straighten himout on that!"

"He hasn't forgotten it, sir." Freyt grinned. "But all barbs aside, I'’mglad you're
here. Are you going to negotiate with the chief about the pul se drive systen?"The genera
paused in his stride. At the distant spaceport the weird roaring rang out again. Flashing
shapes rode the skies on barely perceptible pulse streans. He waited until the infernal
sound subsi ded.

"That was the second squadron under Derringhouse,"” Freyt explained. "He's nade good.
You didn't select any bad candidates, sir."

"Natural ly! O herw se, Rhodan woul dn’t have taken them over as officers. And | wasn't
happy to | ose you, either. Wiat do you know of ny plans?"This was a sharp change of
tactics. Pounder’s glance was hard."The chief has discussed sone of this with ne. Sir,
think it would be foolish to try to talk himinto a delivery of the conpl ete propul sion
system Faster than |ight spaceships are constructed only by the Third Power. Gve it up
that’s ny advice. |I'’mauthorised, if you wish, to show you through our new federa
shi pyards. Normally, nobody gets in. You see, sir—we want to do what we can for our old
commander . "Pounder turned away w thout a word. The younger man's subtle smile had got to
him Still silent, he clanbered into the open turbo car. H's eyes sought the gl eani ng
energy shield not far fromthe airport. The great done, six miles in dianeter, was very
conspi cuous. Freyt squeezed his long frame in beside the general. Pounder involuntarily
nmade a conparison. His secret glance took in the big, lanky man with the tiny winkl es of
hunour at the conmers of his eyes. Freyt and Perry Rhodan coul d have been brothers.
Somewhere they had the sane background; they were fromthe sane school -hard and
rel entl ess. Pounder sensed a certain wave of pride. These youngsters—Freyt was only
thirty-seven—had created an institution that appeared to exceed all previous hunan
st andards. Freyt nodded toward Captain Klein. "He used to be attached to the NATO Secret
Service under Allan D. Mercant. Anazing, isn't it? Men appear capable of getting sone
sense into their heads once in a while. | can still do a playback on that nonment when
gave the order to fire the three H bonbs. That was the tine we destroyed the Arkonide
crui ser. The ol d noon got cooked in a few places. Things have changed a lot. As | say,
man seens to have conprehended a fewthings a little better."

"Conprehend?" echoed the general hollowy. "Did you say, conprehend? If any idiot
succeeded in wi ping out the Third Power, the world woul d beconme a madhouse over ni ght.
Peopl e woul d tear each other apart in a scranble for your technical and scientific
devel oprments. Nations would be ‘regrettably conpelled, in the interests of
sel f-preservation, to adopt grave new neasures.’ That's the way it would go in diplomatic
| anguage, wouldn't it?"Freyt contracted his thin lips. The stern lines in his face
deepened. The conmmander of the first space fighter force seenmed suddenly to have | ost al
traces of hunour. "Don't speak of the devil, sir," he said pensively. "That energy shield
over there has been fired upon by aver 6,000 artillery pieces of Earthly fabrication. Not
only for hours at a tinme, but for weeks. Al of themfailed. Only an alien power can
overcone us, a power that has not yet devel oped on Earth. W should all realise that the
exi stence of highly developed alien intelligences is now an irrefutable fact. If we don't
all wake up and take a proper attitude toward this, soneday we're liable to get it in the
neck. People are going to have to becone basically nore discerning than they have been
Perry Rhodan is proposing a Central Terrestrial Governnent, whose representatives will be
assi gned by existing nations of Earth. The distribution of parlianentary seats will hive
to be arbitrated.”
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"I think you're nuts!" asserted Pounder. "Freyt, you may be a good sol dier and an
out st andi ng astronaut, but you don't know di ddl ey about these matters. Say, what’'s that
over there?"Freyt thought, The old boy is getting evasive. Sonething was in the air that
didn't snell just right.He | ooked across at the enmerging outlines of the shop buil di ngs.
There were countless hangars and towers; yet there were no snmudgy signs of the usua
i ndustrial pollution.

This clinically clean conpl ex was capable of the greatest production in the world.
"This is the plant for final assenbly and staging," Freyt announced in clipped tones.
"The federal spaceship yards of the Third Power. W carved that out of the ground in a
little over three years, sir."

"Conpl ete industrial plants in only three years!" Pounder asked incredul ously.
"Rocket plants, test stands, final assenmbly shops?" Freyt, other people would only be
finishing up the foundations of such a giant installation in nerely three years."

"Here 10,000 special robots have been put to work," Freyt explained with a slightly
arrogant snile. "The machi nes we used acconplished all grading jobs with the help of high
intensity antigravity fields. Normally, a job like that would have taken twenty years.
It’s hard to conprehend the nagnitude of Arkonide resources."General Pounder gave up. It
was fool hardy to argue with people who thought in superhuman concepts and utilised
extraterrestrial machines.

The car stopped at the red line. Before him barely visible at this close range, the
wal | of inconceivable energy arched upward.

"That’s a five dinmensional field structure," Freyt grinned. Pounder ignored the
professorial remark. "Wio's on the inside that | can negotiate with!" he asked. He peered
into the land area encl osed by the energy shield. It was fruitful and blooning. Only a
few buil dings | ooned inside, but they were trenendous. The Third Power governnent pal ace
was a marvel of Arkonide architecture. Wite and i mmacul ate, the gigantic structure shone
upon the observer

"H s Excellency the Mnister of Security will probably condescend to receive you,"
Freyt said with the hint of a devilish snile. "The Mnister of Security, M. Reginald
Bel I, has been nost favourably disposed to your inmnent visit."

"Reg!" groaned the space force chief. "That's all | need!"That grinning, addle pated,
undi sci pl i ned dunder head—the kid that was al ways on the brink of being denpted to second
| i eut enant—you say he is going to condescend to receive ne! Well, you tell ‘His
Excel l ency’ that | night just possibly be inclined to recogni se himas a spokesnman for
the Third Power, provided that he can scrape up the respect that a rookie should pay to a
general !'"

Honer G Adans was on the tel ecom his expansive brow filling the width of the three
di mensi onal col our screen. The nysterious director of the General Cosm c Conpany, or GCC,
was calling long distance from New YorKk.

"The chief is still en route? That's not good at all!" The nan's voice rang coldly
fromthe speaker. "Listen to nme, M. Bell—+ don’t like the idea of you and Genera
Pounder being al one together on this. You'|ll have to excuse ny scruples in this matter,

but | consider nyself a pretty fair psychol ogi st. Pounder is an outstanding officer. That
fact in itself isn't so dangerous, but he's also a hell of a swell guy to whomyou are

i ndebted, and a man you hold in awe, whether you adnit it or not. | say you are
categorically unqualified to handle this; you ve got to wait for the chief."The stocky
man in the pastel green uniformof the Third Power twisted his nouth into a smile
Reginald Bell actually did feel unqualified in this instance. On Adans’s distant picture
screen his water blue eyes appeared like colourless flecks of light."I'll bowto that

opi nion," he said, nodding. "Wat do you want, Adans? You're the one who set up this
visit."
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"That’s right, but | didn't know at the tine that Perry Rhodan woul d be naking a test
flight. M. Bell, try to stall the general, or better yet, wait until | get to the Gobi
| don't think you're capable of handling a sharp negotiation |like that. Pounder can wap
you around his finger."

"You may be right; but then, that’'s why you re the Finance Mnister," Bell grinned.
“"I"l'l admit |'d prefer to hug the old fire eater. It’s been four long years since |'ve
seen him Are you avail able right now?"Adans hesitated. "Hmm..bad. |'’mtied up in
conferences with a Latin American mning corporation. You' re in need of cheap copper,
aren’t you?"Reginald Bell remained silent. Unconsciously, he fingered the shining rank
insignia on the left breast of his flight uniform neanwhile confessing to hinself, with
a feeling of uncertainty, that the deal with Pounder was beconing el usive already—and
they hadn’'t even started it yet."l’'d feel subordinate to him all right—enotionally so,
I"mafraid,"” he said with unaccustoned gravity. "I'mfond of him Pounder has gone
through hell for us. He's taught us everything that we are putting to good use now.
Wthout himwe'd never have got started to the nobon. Forget what you're doing and get out
here, Adans. You' ve becone the nunber one business tycoon, so you ought to be able to
stash one of your own confabs."Honer G Adans, the nmutant with the eidetic nenory, a man
known as the greatest financial genius of all tine, revealed a warm human snile. "That's

why | called you," he said. "W don’'t want to nmake any mstakes, right? |'Il get started
at once. |s there anything el se?"But then Adans tensed as he noted the other’s suddenly
rigid countenance. Sinultaneously over the perfect sound systemcane a shrill how .
Regi nal d Bell changed abruptly into the nman with the cold eyes. Sonething was up."M.
BelI!" shouted Adans, al armed. "Wat’'s happeni ng?"

"Abort that trip for now, Adans. Stand by till you hear fromne. This is an

al ert—ever and out!"Adans watched the concave picture screen of the tel ecomfade. He
renmai ned notionless behind his desk. His office suite in the giant skyscraper suddenly
seened enpty and desol ate.

Seconds | ater, he heard the high pitched siren how. It rang out |ess harshly here in
the city than in the governnment palace of the Third Power, but its inpact was the sane.

Honer G Adans was not a nan who could be unnerved by a nere blast of sound. Most
definitely not in this age when the young Third Power under Perry Rhodan, former ngjor
and test pilot of the U S. Space Force, was now the econonic, political, and mlitary
center of the planet Earth. The fact that this great congl onerate of power was the result
of the productive capacity and superior intelligence of an alien race fromthe stars was
of secondary inportance. The nain reality was that a relatively petty pigny state in the
center of the Asiatic mainland, after its initial difficulties, had al ready been
recogni sed.

Because of this, the General Cosmic Conpany was on a very firmfooting. Adans was in
the process of revolutionizing the entire gl obal econony by neans of Arkoni de technol ogy
and production. According to |ast reports, the share capital of GCC had clinbed to 200
billion dollars. Newy subscribed issues in the anount of still another 70 billion were
immnent. It was a sound business institution, clear and cl ean, which Honer G Adans had
brought into existence.

Even for the fraction of a second, there was absolutely nothing that could cause this
man to | ose his head or his nerve. Therefore, it was doubly strange that he now |listened
to the howing notes with trenbling body and wi de staring eyes. Mnents |ater the visual
confirmati on came through. A violet light began to flicker. Gradually its disturbing gl ow
replaced the natural |ight inside the half darkened office.

Honer G Adans started as though coming out of a deep trance.

"No!" he whispered, as his |ips paled. "Not that! Good God—not that!"
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CHAPTER 2

"Move back, there!" shouted the young officer of the guard. "Are you blind or
sonmet hi ng? You can’t conme any farther. Back, | say! Get that car at least thirty yards
behind the Iine!"The youngster was dripping with sweat. By the tinme the whine of the
al ert sirens subsided, the enclosed area of the Third Power | ooked as if all hell had
br oken | oose.

To nake things worse, just now, of all tines, a notorized transport colum with a
shi pnment of Mongolian nmachinery had arrived. But the lieutenant at the border station
could not help the arriving Asiatics now. The Arkonides’ fabul ous positronic robot brain
had taken conplete control of the border. This was a nachi ne that knew no conprom se.
Fromthe instant of its first activating signal its programmed responses all owed humans
exactly two mnutes to get |ocated safely. Then the energy gates were switched on. Now
the circular fence of energy glowed and flaned al ong the borderline. It was absolutely
deadly. Nothing could penetrate it, and any attenpt to fly above the nysterious barrier
of interwoven energy lines and spirals was inadvisable. The robot brain was connected to
nunerous radar stations, and it would not hesitate a second to pluck any flying
infiltrator fromthe sky with concentrically positioned ray gun enpl acenents. Because
that danger existed, a general warning had been broadcast. The |ieutenant scurried back
into a concrete bunker inside the energy screen. The heavy fighter robots, powerful
machi nes with flexi ble weapon arns and miniature atom ¢ power packs inside their body
shell's, now refused to accept human commands. They had been switched over to the robot
brain's control.Mnents |later the autonati c announcenent cane to all border posts and
ot her control stations that the Condition One Alert had been established. No one could
either leave or enter the area of the Third Power. The great done of the force field,
visible in the exact center of the 14,400 square mle | and area, awakened with a blinding
intensity. Its glistening brilliance pained the eye. It was as though a synthetic sun had
cone into existence there.

From the now invisible spaceport, new fighter ships of the space fighter force peel ed
off into the sky. General Pounder, whose car had passed through the force screen with
seconds to spare, found hinself suddenly deserted. A lone, watchful fighter robot stood
near the vehicle. Pounder was pale. H's questions went unanswered, and his consternation
was conpletely ignored. Everyone seened sinply to have forgotten him

Col onel Freyt had enmitted a single shouted oath and di sappeared. He was probably
racing to his comand post, which lay at the edge of the spaceport. So Pounder could only
armhinself with cal mand patience. Somewhere soneone nust be | ooking out for him If he
had had any concept of the functioning of a positronic robot brain he woul d have known
that the huge automaton was aware of his presence. It wasn't w thout purpose that the
nonhuman fighter nachi ne stood by the car.Wen the Arkonide conmputer brain registered the
fact that the general was harm ess and that, in addition, he had been announced, an
i naudi bl e data Iink signhal was directed at the robot. Pounder wi nced as the car |eaped
forward and raced at high speed toward the still distant governnent pal ace.

When it arrived, an officer of the Intelligence Corps was waiting for the general
Pounder hesitated for a nonment, then recognized the politely snmling man. Three years
before, Li Tschubai-tung had achi eved consi derable international notoriety. Now he had
come to be an official intelligence |iaison between the Third Power and the Asiatic
Feder ati on.

Wor dl essly, Pounder touched a finger to the peak of his service cap. One certainly
ran into a |l ot of old acquai ntances, he thought.

"Pl ease wait in the reception |Iobby, sir," he was directed. "At the nonment, none of
the top officials may be contacted, which | hope you can appreciate."
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"Way the alert?" the general asked briskly. "Wat’'s happened? Are you able to tell ne
anyt hi ng?"

"I have been explicitly authorized to do so, sir. Please cone in. Don't let the
threatening posture of the robots disturb you. It’'s all part of the alert plan. They are
under fully automatic control."Pounder | ooked around in the great hall, which presented a
combi nation of synthetics, glass, and light effects. Here, too, there was intense
activity. In the background he recogni zed the scintillating shafts of the fabul ous
antigravity elevators. Everywhere there was evidence of the nost nodern architectura
technol ogy, materials, and furnishings.

About a 120 million bucks, he calculated roughly to hinself. He had a nose for such
t hi ngs.

"M. Bell will attend you later. That you happened to be present here at this tine is
very fortunate. |’ve been conmi ssioned to give you a briefing. Under present
ci rcunmstances we are going to have to ask you, under the agreenents of Emergency
Condition One, to convene the World Security Conmm ssion inmediately. |f agreeable in
Peking, which is centrally |ocated. Please work out the necessary decisions as quickly as
possi bl e. Qur comunication facilities are at your disposal."

"Pounder spoke with difficulty. "Okay, Lieutenant—+’ve got the nessage. But.are we
really init so deep again? | was thinking of a simlar case that happened three years
ago. Alien life forms tried in sone fiendish way to take over the bodi es and mi nds of our
nost inportant politicians and scientists. So now what is it? And have you infornmed the
secret service yet?"

"The classified code signal was beaned out automatically. W do not waste tine here,
sir. Up until now, we didn’t have many details to go on. Qur robot sentinel station on
the planet Pluto nerely transmitted the |ocator data from our space warp sensors."

"Friend, you're |looking at an inoffensive, harm ess sort of man who's asking hinsel f
how cone he can call hinself a general and chief of the U S. Space Force," Pounder
retorted disparagingly. "W play around with bal ky rockets while you people are riding
faster than |ight spaceships. Now, what the devil is a space warp sensor ?"Li
Tschubai -tung smiled politely. Qutside, an infernal roaring sound was heard. It increased
to a crashing fortissino that died away i n echoi ng runbl es. Pounder knew what it was, but
had never heard it in such vol une.

The Chi nese agent explai ned casually, "The Good Hope has just taken off, under
command of the two Arkonides. You recall the auxiliary ship of their cruiser that was
destroyed on the noon?"

"Auxiliary!" groaned Pounder. Mster, to me a sixty yard di aneter spherical Spaceship
is a colossus! But |I'masking you—what is a space warp sensor!"

"I't is an Arkonide | ocator device. Its purpose is to sense and determ ne four
di mensi onal structure changes in the nornmal cosnobs. It is based on a neasurenent of
gravi tational displacenent. Since gravitation is a mani festation of hyperspace energy,
the warp sensors respond at translight velocity. Wen they enit a signal, it neans that
somewhere within a radius of about fifty light-years the curved structure of space has
been ruptured by a powerful force. In our experience this can only mean a hyperspace junp
by a faster than |ight spaceship—a so-called transition. However, when this occurs at
such cl ose range, the defence center of the Third Power instantly goes into action.
Because then, as you say, it could be our necks, sir!"Pounder felt deflated. He hadn't
understood a word. "I got about as nmuch of that as a cavenan," he said. "You and Rhodan
are the nost capable scientists. Ckay, lieutenant, say no nore. |’'ve always supported
you, first against ny orders, then against ny oath as a soldier, and finally with the
sanction of my governnment You go; |'Il wait. You' ve probably got a few things to do. Just
don’t forget, a very dunbfounded nan is hare waiting for you."
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"Sir, when mankind is truly united, all this will be fully explained to you. Although
the peaceful ness of the world is constantly inproving, it’s still in everyone's best
interest that Perry Rhodan al one holds total power in his hands. It also makes himduty
bound to protect his world and ours. Please consider ny words. The chiefs of intelligence
of the three greatest world powers will arrive no later than one hour from now. Now you
will have to excuse ne. | have to get busy."Li Tschubai-tung hurried away. He | eft behind
hima deeply disquieted man whose only refuge was in watching the clock

Just then a small girl grasped himabout the | egs. She was acconpani ed by a young
woman whom he recogni zed, but he had only heard of this delicately structured child with
the pale face and the great, burning eyes.

"How are you, M's. Manoli?" he inquired nmechanically of the young woman—but it was
the child who captured his attention. There was sonet hing i nconprehensible in her
eyes. Hastily, he reviewed the situation. That's right—the child would be about nine years
old now. For dead certain little Betty Toufry was a nenber of the Third Power’s
super-secret Miutant Corps. Pounder swallowed hard. He was well aware that Betty's father
had worked in a nuclear |laboratory, and the alteration of his genes had nanifested itself
inthe child. Strangely, the result had been, not defornity, but rather an abnormally
brilliant nentality that no normal human bei ng could hope to have. In fact, he wasn't
sure just what capacities the girl did possess. He made a decision to speak to the
Western sector intelligence chief about it. Pounder didn't especially like the idea that
Perry Rhodan not only sheltered such nonsters but schooled them as well.He started as
the girl turned fromhimabruptly. She went and stood close to the shimering force field
of the anti-gravity el evator.

"You should not think such things. sir." Her words canme to himlike a gentle w nd
across the great hall.

Pounder sank down into his seat. He knew that he was witnessing a true natura
tel epath, a being before whomone's nost secret thoughts lay bare. Suddenly he felt
chilled to the spine.

A phantom raced through the deep bl ackness of space. The high pitched whine of the
pul se drive engines working at full thrust was hardly noticeable to the nan who sat
al rost unnovi ng behind the controls. But Perry Rhodan’s thoughts were racing. He
traversed the lunar orbit at high velocity. The Earth gl owed al ready across the bow of
the little space conbat ship. The reversed field tubes spewed a stream of particles ahead
of him against his direction of flight. In this manner the snall, torpedo-shaped nachine
braked itself with a deceleration of three hundred niles per second, Rhodan checked the
aut omat i ¢ approach indicator again. Wen he reached the altitude of the satellite orbit
he woul d have to be at reentry velocity. @imrering flecks of |ight appeared on the
screen of the translight speed hypersensor. Fromthe speaker of the voice |link system
crackl ed fragnentary words, but he paid no heed. The objects shooting toward hi mnow had
been built by human bei ngs, and those who sat in the narrow pressure cabins of the
fighter ships were al so hunman.

On the snall picture screen of the telecom a young man’'s face appeared. His brief
nod was acconpani ed by a snile."Deringhouse to Conmet One—second al ert group taking off.
W' re going into picket position. Do you have any orders, Chief?"Perry lifted the
nm crophone to his lips. Before himthe Earth grew out of the void like a gigantic ball.
The continents of the Wstern Hem sphere and a |large part of the Pacific were clearly
di scerni bl e. The European coastline nmerged into the dark shadow crescent of night.

"None. At least, not yet. Keep the traffic down, please. |I've already got the
reports, Has the alert been established?"

"As progranmed, Al hell’s busted | oose down there."Rhodan broke off the
conmmuni cati on.

Maj or Deri nghouse’s fighter group shot past into space as the inconing ship nade its
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reentry manoeuvres. Monents |ater, Rhodan went into his braking orbit. This took hi monce
around the Earth, until he dipped with a flani ng heat shield into the upper |ayers of the
at nrosphere. The white gl owi ng gases of the displaced air nmasses roared in the vacuum
created by the fighter ship. It was as though a neteor hurtled through the thickening
strata of the skies. Rhodan used a fast approach | anding techni que of the Arkonides. A
the power of the repul se projector was concentrated on an ionization of air nolecules,

whi ch could thus be repelled out of the path of the plunging ship. This, too, was a

devel oprment of which a capable nman |i ke General Pounder would hardly have dared to dream
Perry Rhodan put it to use with the casual confidence born of his special know edge.

He took little notice of the scream ng turbul ence created by his penetration of the
thicker layers of the atnosphere; his thoughts were concentrated on the significance of
the Condition One Alert, an eventuality he had worked with an al nost clairvoyant anxiety
to prepare for. And now the | ong dreaded energency was upon him

He still did not know precisely what had happened, hat the fact that the positronic
robot brain had set up the alert was an indication that the existence of Earth and its
position in the galaxy were in danger of being discovered, For three years Rhodan’s
t houghts and plans had revol ved around this point. Three years previously, shortly after
the establishnent of the Third Power, extraterrestrial beings had succeeded for the first
time in getting a foothold on Earth. After that crisis was past, weeks, nonths, and years
had passed w thout untoward event, so that the feverish building activity in the area of
the Third Power night have been consi dered overaccel erated. He had been given just three
years of tinme. During this brief period at least a firmstabilization of world peace had
been achi eved, and he had been able to unite the great powers of the world into a single
def ence coalition

How futile that would all be if the Earth should again be di scovered! Wat would
happen in this still enbryonic stage of preparation, if the presence of alien
intelligences were to be confirmed and they were about to nove against this island hone
of mankind and try to land here or launch a surprise blitz? Rhodan’'s darkest fears had
been confirmed by the advent of the Condition One Alert.The northern Siberian coastline
came into view. The radiation detectors indicated that he was bei ng scanned by countl ess
radar stations. Down bel ow they knew who this was who cane shooting out, of space in this
seeningly reckless and crazy flight.

Mongolia came into the field of vision. As the gl eaning energy shield surrounding the
center area of the Third Power bl ossoned out on his observation screen, Rhodan recall ed
the energency | anding he had nmade here three years ago, returning in an Earth rocket from
the nmoon. He and his conpani ons had been the first nmen to nake a |unar | anding, and what
they had found there had made it necessary to set down in an isolated area of Earth. They
had brought the Arkonides with them

That had set off a chain reaction of violent activity. The heated argunments and
fighting had begun. Attack after attack had been | aunched by the mmjor countries agai nst
the center of this new power, until it was realized how over-powering the alien
technol ogy and neans of defence could be. Then the concept ‘Arkoni de’ had appeared for
the first time in the world press. Today it was universally known that there was nuch to
thank the aliens for. On the other hand—and this was a deciding factor—their accidental
appearance had opened the definite possibility of Earth's being discovered by
ot hers. Probably the planet Earth m ght have renained a conpletely unknown cel estial body
for a considerable tinme to come, if the Arkonide crui ser had not beaned out an autonatic
di stress signal when it was destroyed by hydrogen bonbs. That signal had needl ed through
interstellar space clear to the MIky Way. Fromthat nonent on, Earth's | otus dream of
i solation was at an end. As Rhodan transmitted his | FF code to the defence triggered robot
brain and the fighter was taken over by the renote control station, he was convinced of
one thing for sure—+the hunan race was in for a sudden and no doubt terrible awakening.
Now nen woul d have to accept conclusively the fact that other highly intelligent beings
exi st ed, beings agai nst whom hunans had not hing, or alnost nothing to conpare. The tall,
lean man in the narrow pressurized cockpit frowned deeply under the wei ght of these
deliberations. It was up to himand the two surviving Arkonides to do what ever they
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could for the safety of the world. The ship | anded snmoothly. The snmall high yield reactor
behi nd the cockpit radiation shield danped down and thereby cut off the powerful energy
converter systens...

Col onel Freyt saluted briskly. H's penetrating glance took in the sinewy figure of
his returning commander. Rhodan flipped his pressurised hel met back. In his gray eyes
gli mered a subdued tension. Silently, he took the offered cigarette.

The chi ef would not have | ed one to believe, by his appearance, that he had just
tested a space fighter in the vicinity of Mars about an hour ago. Rhodan renai ned the nan
wi t hout nerves. At |east he had excellent control, having | earned to deny the existence
of physical nanifestations.

"Chi ef, the Good Hope has taken of f under conmand of Thora and Khrest," Freyt
announced, "Deringhouse and Nyssen have taken up about fifty-four ships. | held the third
group back on standby. If necessary we can nove on fifty seconds’ notice. Just before the
alert General Pounder arrived; he's waiting in the governnent building. One question,

Chi ef —what’' s happened? Down here, we—

"Bell isn't talking, eh?" Rhodan interrupted, "Then don't ask |I'’mnot cued in nyself.
Keep your eyes open. Take care of ny ship, okay?"Deeply troubled, Freyt's eyes foll owed
the departing helicopter. The chopper, in sharp contrast to the superior facilities of
the Third Power, was of normal terrestrial fabrication. In the background be saw the
dome- shaped defence screen collapse for a brief second; then Rhodan was i nside.

I medi ately the great bell of energy arched anew into the blue sky of the Gobi Desert.

Rhodan | anded on the rooftop helicopter port of the governnment building. He sniled
ironically when the robots saluted him To himit was petty nonsense to |oad the
conmplicated brains of the fighting machines with such incidental programr ng. Rhodan had
no patience for grandi ose cerenonies.

Only one human appeared, to receive him The thin faced, dark haired man al so wore
the new uni formof the Third Power, but the beconing uniformbore no insignia of rank
Instead there gl eamed on his |left breast an unusual service patch, which on cl oser
i nspection reveal ed a brain surrounded by a shining aura. The nutant, John Marshall,
waited until Rhodan’s gaze |locked with his. He sensed instinctively what was goi ng on
inside the craniumof this great man. It seened to himalnost as if Rhodan were
del i berately delaying his entrance into the conmand center."Hello, Marshall! How goes it
with the nind readi ng busi ness?"

"Not so well, where you are concerned," asserted the other.

"You are expected, sir. Bell is beside himself. The world security |eaders will be
here in about fifteen mnutes. W don't quite know what’'s going to devel op. " Rhodan
stepped wordlessly into the shimrering field of the antigrav Iift, which carried them
wei ghtl essly bel ow. Marshall was thinking of how Rhodan ni ght handle hinself in this
situation. In contrast to the madhouse atnosphere inside the governnent buil ding, he
seened the epitone of calmand sel f-possession. Marshall probed cautiously, searching for
the thought content of his dark bl ond conpani on.

Rhodan’s hair was danp with perspiration. He still wore his light spacesuit."Cut it
of f, Marshall!" Rhodan said darkly. "You' re bunping against a wall. Have you tried
probi ng General Pounder?"Marshall frowned, Sudden displeasure kindled in his dark eyes.
"He thinks we are nonsters!" he growl ed. "Certain people don't appear willing to realise

that we, the so-called nonsters, canme into being only as a result of nonstrous nuclear
research. "Rhodan smiled grimanusenent. "Qtherwi se Pounder is clean, right? Listen, John
you shouldn’t get worked up over nonster inferences and simlar expressions you may hear.
You have to think of the normal human and how he woul d react to your superhuman gifts.
Now as to nysel f—H s words were drowned out by the heavy thunder of a |andi ng spaceship.
At the next floor, Rhodan sprang out of the lift. "The Good Hope has conme back!" he
excl ai med.
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"I should have coordinated that with you. Thora thinks it advisable to | eave the ship
under the energy screen for the tinme being. Reg Bell has blocked his mnd fromne. |
can’t detect what be thinks of it. | still don't even know what's really
happened. "Rhodan’ s | ean face, which had becone angul ar under suppressed tension, was
relieved nonmentarily by a fleeting snirk. "So Reg is playing ganes too. Ckay, the tine is
up. Have you noticed that |'ve been stalling too?"The telepath smled. Yes, he had
not i ced.

"Let's go—and pray to God that we conme out of this in one piece! The Earth is stil
far too weak to sustain an attack by one of the great galactic powers. Wth our space
fighters we woul d be hopel essly outmatched by a real fleet. Cone on!"

CHAPTER 3

She conported herself in a self-possessed manner, cool and arrogant. Neverthel ess,
whet her or not she really had her nerves under control was questionabl e.

Thora, former fenale commander of the Arkoni de space research cruiser that had made a
forced lunar | anding and had subsequently been destroyed by Earthnmen, was agai n m ndful
of her origin. Her manner was brittle; nmore unnatural seening than it was dignified.
Thus, silently, she observed the scurrying Earthnmen in the i nner sanctum of their command
center.

Rhodan had been unwilling to establish this nobst inportant control point underground.
If the protective screen were broken through, by whatever power source, then the best
subt erranean bunker woul d be purposel ess.

Thora's beautiful face, which gave no sign of her age, was |ike an expressionless
mask. She had stated her demands. It depended now on Perry Rhodan to indicate just how
ready he was to fulfil them She felt uneasy anong these terrestrials who hurried about
so and nade hasty cal cul ations and carried on their heated discussions. As a |ineal
descendant of the Arkonide Enpire’s ruling dynasty, she had nore than once expressed the
opi ni on that the human race was very |low on the evol utionary | adder. Her gaze wandered to
the founders and rulers of that mniature terrestrial state which was known as the Third
Power. Her lips tightened bitterly. Ganted, Perry Rhodan was a superior human. Now,
after he had absorbed the entire wi sdom of the Arkonide race through hypnotic | earning
net hods, he had even evolved to a state that was beyond normal humanity. This was a man
who coul d never again he taken unaware by any event. For this very reason, she thought,
he should reflect a little nore often on the fact that his know edge and ability stemmed
fromthe Arkonides. In grandiose fashion and wi th astoni shing casual ness he had taken
over the total gifts of a science and know edge that his species had been ignorant of
only three and a half years ago. He juggled elenmentary powers and projects about in a
manner that was breathtaking for the Arkonides. Be that as it might, she did permt
hersel f the conclusion that Perry Rhodan was the only noteworthy individual in al nost
four billion nmenbers of his race.

The eager cooperativeness of Khrest, her scientific adviser and fellow being, filled
her with scorn. The | eading Arkonide scientist, the synbol of the nental superiority of
the "Greater Enpire," seenmed to thrive once nore under the influence of Rhodan's will. It
was astonishing to what extent Rhodan coul d domi nate the best nind of Arkon. Thora bided
her tinme in the background, absorbed in a strange mxture of |ove and hate for the nman to
whom on the one hand, she woul d grant anything and, on the other, continue to deny.
Boundl ess indignation and resentnent were joined with an unbi dden awakeni ng of tender
enotions in her.

On the concave output screen of the positronic robot brain, conclusive data synbols
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darted and gl owed. Rhodan mani pul ated the controls with a trancelike infallibility. He
controll ed a machi ne whose consunmat e perfection had never before responded to a human
command. Neverthel ess, it responded.

The hoarse voice of a stocky, broad shoul dered man rang out. "WArp rupture nunber
118!" he announced.

Thora was shaken. Reginald Bell, former captain in the U S. Space Force and one of
the Earth-lunar pioneers, now al so denonstrated his | egendary cool ness under fire, which
those who knew hi m had conme to expect.

"Anot her hyperspace junp, the 119th transition," he announced even | ouder above the
whirring and hunm ng of the vast electronic installation. "That does it! It’'s sensel ess
to nonitor the reports any |longer. Gentlenen, what do you say?" H s glance darted between
Perry Rhodan and Khrest.The two nmen harboured different opinions. Rhodan got up fromthe
swivel chair. "Do you agree, Khrest?" he asked pensively.

The Arkoni de reveal ed traces of an excitenent, very unusual for this conpletely
reticent but am able extraterrestrial. Rhodan felt that the Earthbound Third Power was at
a turning point. So he said, "I believe that the second epoch of our enterprise has just
dawned. Think about it. The reports fromour robot station on Pluto indicate conclusively
that the hyper disturbances detected by the warp sensors are |located in the region of
Vega. Further, it has been determ ned that countl ess spaceshi ps have conpleted a
hyperspace junp back into the normal cosnpbs. This nmeans that unknown intelligent life
fornms are equi pped with the neans and power to investigate a probable Vega system Be
| ogical, Khrest. | value your understanding and tol erance. You have been of great help to
hunans and to the Earth in general."”

"Then for once consider our special w shes!" Thora interjected fromthe background.

Doctors Haggard and Manoli quickly exchanged gl ances. Haggard frowned, perturbed.
Undoubt edl y, Thora was going to be difficult.

"Your special w shes were not possible to fulfil before,” Rhodan retorted sharply.
"The position of Earth in the gal axy nmust always remain secret. Three years ago the
i ncident of the M nd Snatchers was enough for nme. Khrest, you and your conjectures are on
the wong track."

"I am going to have to beg and inplore you now, as | have before, to launch a flight
toward Vega at once," Khrest persisted. "My cal culations indicate precisely that the
world | have searched for so desperately nust be anong the planets of that great star
Perry—at | east once, heed ny wi shes! It has been al nost four years, by Early reckoning,
since we made a forced | anding on the noon. That |andi ng was never our intention. W cane
to this renote region of the galaxy in search of a planet whose inhabitants possess the
secret of biological cell conservation. That neans eternal life."

"You don’t even know for sure if Vega has any planets at all," Reginald Bel
interjected. "Your calculations may be right—so what? | see no reason to throw oursel ves
into this witch's kettle. The ships that have conme there from hyperspace are probably not
a threat to Earth at the nonent, even though their arrival neans that the | ocation of
Earth will eventually be exposed to discovery."Rhodan nai ntai ned his disquieting state of
silence. Below in the great conference roomsat the heads of the world security and
representatives of Earth governments. The al ert had been on a gl obal scal e—and now this
surprise turn of events!"l hold to ny opinion that these are Arkoni de spaceshi ps whose
commanders have al so been comm ssioned to search for the world of eternal life," Khrest
asserted excitedly. Rhodan’s iron cal mseened to upset him severely. Again, the answer
came fromBell. "Khrest, you don't believe that! W' ve all agreed that the once m ghty
and active race of the Arkoni des was degenerating rapidly. Their nental decline was so
bad only four years ago that they put out their maxi mumeffort, just to pull thenselves
toget her | ong enough to equip their own research cruiser. Those characters that have
junped out of hyperspace into the Vega system have nothing in common with your own
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people. Trust ny instinct inthis. | reject the idea of |aunching the Good Hope on an
interstellar mssion, which would require a hyperspace junp. |If our space warp sensor

equi prent can | ocate and take accurate bearings on their points of energence, why

shoul dn’t they be able to pick up our own hyper disturbance? That could betray the entire
sol ar system what the hell -what am | Security Mnister for?"Bell got up fromthe contro
seat. Above himthe i mage screens of the hypercomrmunicators |ighted up, responding to
translight speed inpul se. The nessage canme in from Maj or Nyssen of the first space
fighter group that the solar systemwas conpletely free of alien objects.

"There you are," Bell said bitterly. H's water blue eyes glittered with aninosity.
"Khrest, I'’mnot going to be a party to sacrificing the Good Hope. The warp sensors on
Pluto have now tallied up exactly 222 hypertransitions, all in the near region of Vega.
Are you seriously considering the idea of throwing the only najor space vessel we have
into that chaos? | think it’'s crazy?"

"Your opinion is by no neans the deciding one, M. Bell!" Thora said acridly. Her
manner had becone nore rigid, but her mask of inscrutability was gone. Her face reveal ed
her enoti ons.

She was beautiful, thought Rhodan. It was a nental statenent that often repeated
itself automatically. He neasured her through narrow ng eyes.

When she noticed his rare smle, she faltered in m dsentence. Her features tensed.
She was suddenly nervous.

"Go on," Rhodan urged. "Anything el se?"

Bell clenched his heavy fists. "I have nothing to say," he replied bitterly. Perry is
the chief. Thora—even if you can’t stand the sight of me, you should think of the
spaceship at this nonent. The Good Hope is our only faster than |light vessel. You' ve got
to realize that our luck to this point has been uncanny. Wen the first alarmsignals

came through fromPluto, | was already imagining an alien fleet over the Earth. It can't
hurt either you or ourselves if we prefer to be a little overcautious. |In about one year
the new ship construction will be conpleted; then we can consider further steps. I'll be

overjoyed if we're left alone until that time. W are just not arned for a serious
engagenent with alien intelligences. And under such a situation you want to do the very
thing that we have avoided doing for three years, in the interests of safety—nanely, nmake
a hyperspace junp. Not to nmention your goal of Vega, where at the nonment a swarm of alien
spaceshi ps has appear ed?" Rhodan cl eared his throat.

John Marshall grinned. Colonel Freyt, the newy arrived commander of the space
fighter group, was anmused at Bell’'s display of tenperanment during his speech."You give ne
no opportunity, Perry," conplained the Arkonide. "For three years now you' ve deni ed ne
even short trips in the radius of fifty light-years."

"That’s right. My own Curiosity has been restricted by a primary concern for the
safety of Earth. You know full well that the quickest way for a newy devel opi ng center
of power to get itself discovered is by causing a gravitational warp stress, which would
happen if we tried a hyperspace junp."

"But we’'ve waited |long enough. | maintain again, as | have before, that the ships
appearing in the Vega systemare frommy home planet. The spreadi ng degeneration of our
race is the very reason why we are urged and driven to preserve the renaining healthy
nmenbers by means of a synthetic extension of life. In the ruling councils of Arkon, every

| ast possible resource will have been dedicated by now to the discovery of the pl anet
whi ch holds the secret of cellular preservation."Thora' s voice was heard again. "I demand
an imediate start! There is no doubt that we will be able to make contact with our own

people in the Vega System The hypnotic treatnment you have received has given you all the
know edge that we oursel ves possess; you have no further need of us. You can have the
Good Hope, as a gift fromne. Just be careful how you devel op your so bel oved nanki nd
into a galactic power. To achieve such a goal you will have to first bring the primtive,
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instinctively notivated nenbers of your species into a senblance of unity. You now have
the nmeans. So agai n—+ denmand that the star trip start at once, so that we can be
delivered into the Vega system"

"Your ideas are idiotic!" Bell shouted furiously. "Do | have to say it in plain
wor ds? Your proud race of Arkonides has had it! I'msorry, but it’'s time you got your
eyes opened. | still have a vivid recollection of the gaping, zonbie stares of your crew
menbers on the wecked cruiser. You and Khrest are |ucky that your minds are still with
you. Apply them if you will, to some |ogical purpose, but not to crazy fantasies!"The
words were hard, alnobst brutal in their frankness. Rhodan still held off, waiting.

Thora trenbled in every linb. Khrest seened to crunble inwardly. He sank back
hel pl essly. The command center was bl anketed by an oppressive silence. Only the crackling
of the galactic constation penetrated here fromthe next room

"Col onel Freyt!"

Rhodan’ s voi ce was cold and sharp. Freyt started, then autonmatically cane to
attention. Reginald Bell stared, wi de eyed, at the face of the conmander; he knew t hat
| ook. Rhodan had been what the space force psychol ogists had referred to as an
i nst ant aneous- adaptive-nercurially, he could switch fromabsolute calmto effective
action. This ability had been pronouncedly augnented by his hypno treatnents under the
Arkoni des. He was now once nore the all demandi ng, unconproni sing commander who had no
patience with back talk."Sir!" Freyt responded, swallow ng hard.

"Order Major Deringhouse to return to base. He is to land i nmedi ately. Nyssen stays
with his fighter group in the lunar orbit. Thank you. Captain Kl ein!"

Klein cane to attention. The snoke gray eyes of the chief invited no question. Rhodan
wasn't conscious that his will radiated a suggestive power that forced people to
obey. " Pl ace energency squads under Condition Twilight of the Gods. Fifty men are
sufficient. You will be in charge. Also, reprogram 100 fighter robots to respond to your
i ndi vidual frequencies. W take off in exactly five hours. Thank you very nuch!"”

Two white-faced officers |left the room

In Khrest’'s ol d-young face flickered new hope. He cautiously collected hinself.

"Thank you, he said in choked tones. "You will receive all the hel p conceivable in the
Vega system Under the circunstances | can arrange to have a heavy battle cruiser turned
over to you. Under all circunstances, the Geat Enpire will protect the Earth. W will
not forget what you have done for us. |—=Khrest broke off under the tall man's
surveillance. A spark of conpassion glinmered in the renote corners of those bright eyes,
whi ch now seened not quite so grim"Khrest, | amvery sorry, but you won't find a single

Arkonide ship in the Vega system You are in error. Your race is no |onger capabl e of

| aunchi ng such a nmjor project. Renenber that we have detected nore than 200 hypertransit
spaceshi ps. Those are not your people."Bell’s husky figure pressed forward. "M/ thoughts
exactly," he said. "So why, if | may ask, have you decided to go? Qur detector data shows
that we haven't been observed yet. Wat purpose can it serve to bring ourselves to the
attention of this unknown force? |I'm asking you, what can it acconplish? You are fully
aware that these strangers have concentrated their hyperentry on the regi on of Vega—not
here. W’'ve been wanting to make an interstellar hyper trip so bad we could taste it, but
for good reason we’'ve restrai ned ourselves for years. Has everybody gone crazy around

her e?"

"If I were a dictator," whispered Rhodan, "that woul d have been your l|ast card." The
di squieting snmle was back again. "Has it occurred to you that you, too, have nade a
n stake in judgnment?"

"Who—+e?"
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"Yes, you. The Good Hope will take off in five hours. Exclusively in the interests of
Earth, but only for reconnai ssance. As a matter of fact, | find it difficult to remain
idle in the face of an alien invasion that is occurring only twenty-seven |ight-years
away. It is definitely an invasion. Merchants and scholars don't appear in a massive
comm t ment of obviously heavy cl ass ships. And another thing."Perry Rhodan | ooked grimy
about the room

"One further consideration you m ssed, gentlenen! Sonebody, though well acquainted
with the star reaches of galactic space, has tripped over one little mstake. This
i nvasi on was ai ned at Earth, not Vega. Sonebody has made a slight mscalculation. By a
fraction of a decimal point, the energency call beaned out three years ago fromthe
Arkoni de crui ser has been nistraced. In terns of galactic distances a small error in
hyper space navigation could result in nissing the target by twenty-seven |light-years.
That’'s why we will investigate what is going on out there. Gentlenen, the Second Epoch
has begun—er you night call it the Second Crisis. M. Mrshal, announce ne to the waiting
del egat es. "Rhodan now in uniform sl apped on his service cap, saluted lightly, and strode
toward t he heavy bul khead of Arkon steel. Behind himthe roomwas pervaded by a brittle
silence, which was shattered only seconds later by a scornful |augh.

Reginald Bell stood defiantly in front of the conplicated scanner consol es, watching

himgo. "If you're right, sir, then |I’'ve nothing nore to say. But if alien intelligences
are attracted to the Earth through this nmadness, then | will have to describe the chief
of the Third Power as an irresponsible kid. By your |eave, Conmander—f any subordinate
of ficer nmade such a mistake, |I'd haul himbefore a mlitary court-marshall on the grounds

of wilfully endangering gl obal security!"Dr. Manoli clutched at the arns of his chair.
His |ips trenbled as Perry Rhodan turned around sl owy.

Rhodan’ s gaze was enigmatic, his voice quiet and even. "I'd do the same, Reg," he
said. "‘Exactly the sane."He turned briskly. The arnoured bul khead hatch sl ammed shut
behi nd him The sal uting Arkonide fighter robots suddenly | owered their weapon arns. The
chi ef was gone.

"God knows you're certainly not a psychologist!" murnmured Dr. Haggard. For three
years he had been Health M nster of the Third Power, as well as the founder of the world
famous Arkon Cinic.The heavily built giant noved toward the arnmour plate door, and
Manol i, former ship’s doctor of the Stardust, followed himsilently. Reginald Bel
wat ched them gl oomily. Then his gaze fell upon the two Arkoni des.He was begi nning to
understand why Perry Rhodan had finally given up his | ongstanding resistance to a
translight space flight—why he had to give it up. The possibility of turning Khrest and
Thora into bitter enenmies of mankind nust have been a greater deciding factor for Rhodan
than the probability of being detected by alien beings...

The thundering of the mighty pul se drive propul sion systemwas like a roll of druns
frominvisible giants. Wth a roar of intolerable sound, the Good Hope lifted fromits
cradle inside the great, doned defence screen. As the upper curved hull of the sixty yard
di anet er space sphere threatened to contact the gleam ng force field of the screen, the
positronic robot brain cat the power, with the infallibility of a nervel ess nmachi ne. The
energy field collapsed, the ship glided through, and an instant |ater the intense
brilliance of the shield s inconprehensible alien power was visible. Wth the repl acenent
of the force shield the raging sound of the departing ship was also cut off. Fractions of
a second later it disappeared into the Gobi Desert sky. Rhodan accelerated the ship at a
vel ocity that woul d have caused an ordinary hull to glow fromthe air friction.Genera
Lesl ey Pounder restrained the flood of his enptions. As a rocket man it was for hima
grand experience to see the giant spaceship race into the heavens with seem ngly
unlinmted power. By conparison, the nuclear powered rockets of the space force seened to
be futile and awkward—and not only those of the space force! Gegor Petronskij, marshal
and chief of the Eastern Air and Space Defence, also wore a solem expression on his
grani te countenance. The glances two high officers net.

"Where is our pride?" said Pounder. "W couldn't be smaller and nore helpless than if
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we were under the foot of a giant!"Marshal Petronskij declined to answer. His bearing and
manner wer e uncanoufl aged; there was no nore of doubts and secret enemies. By his nere
advent, at |east Perry Rhodan had achi eved that.

"The small, delicately structured man with the crown of gl eam ng golden hair smled
pl easantly. No one | ooked upon himas the all powerful chief of a secret service,
al t hough such was his identity in the International Intelligence Agency. Allan D. Mercant
advanced a few steps forward. The brief emergency conference held by Rhodan had | anded
like a bonmb. Mercant | ooked at the clock. Wien he spoke, his voice was as peaceful and
pl easant as ever.

"Shall we go, gentlenen? O is their any doubt remmi ning that other intelligences
than man exist? If not, then may | urge you to acquai nt your governments with the results
of the conference? During the next few days you will find me in Washington. Shall we fly
t oget her, GCeneral ?"

Pounder nodded briefly.
"What ' s going to happen if Rhodan’s reconnai ssance flight ends in a fiasco?" asked

sonmeone in the background. This was Kossel ow, chief of the Eastern Secret Service. Mercant
drew the back of his hand across a perspiring forehead. "Then we can only hope that the

Earth will not be discovered. Gentlenen, you nust inpress forcefully upon your
governnents that we are no |onger alone! It is high tinme that we abandoned, once and for
all, the still lingering prejudices we have agai nst a universal unity. If an

extraterrestrial opponent should appear, manki nd cannot to be divided."
The nen departed.

"If it only succeeds," Petriskij murmured. "If the detector indications are correct,
Rhodan is going to be shoved into a witch’'s kettle. How high would you eval uate the
fighting capability of the Good Hope?"

"That depends entirely on what the unknown opponents have to offer."

"Well, let’s wait and see," answered Petronskij "In ny own area of command |’ m goi ng
to prepare the nuclear attack alert system |f outsiders are going to show an interest in
us, | want to know that everything is in as good a working order as possible."

CHAPTER 4

The thick Venusian jungle still trenbled in the echoing thunder of the takeoff as the
Good Hope di sappeared through the roiling turbulence created in the cloud cover of the
Sol ar Systemis second planet. Only an afterglowi ng streak of powerfully conpressed and
superheated air nasses nmarked the steep ascent path of the spaceship, which had traversed
the Earth-Venus distance in approximately forty minutes. For Perry Rhodan the touchdown on
Venus had been nerely a short digression for the purpose of gathering infornation.
However, as it turned out, the side trip devel oped an alnost |ife and death inportance.

After it had been denonstrated that the relatively small robot brain in the real mof
the Third Power did not contain information concerning the probabl e planetary system of
Vega, Rhodan had fallen back on the vague hope of utilizing the giant conputer on Venus.
The nechani cal positronic nonster, constructed by the Arkonides long ago in the tinme of
their galactic expansion, was able to yield the precise information that Perry needed as
a last resort.

Prior to |l anding on Venus he had let it be understood, acconpani ed by an unusually
am able smile, that the twenty-seven |ight-year hyperspace junp to Vega could be
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undertaken only if they were in possession of pertinent and denonstrabl e data concerning

the planetary famly of the giant star. Khrest and Thora had conceal ed their annoyance in
stubborn silence. The situation on board the Good Hope had seriously approached the state
of a feud. Rhodan was confident that a workable conprom se solution would be found.

Interrogation of the positronic giant, a thousand tinmes greater in its capacity for
data retrieval than the robot brain they had renoved fromthe Good Hope and installed on
Earth, was conpleted with positive results. Yes, the neighbouring astrononical areas of
the sol ar system had been investigated, nore than 10,000 years before, when the ships of
the Arkonides had energed into the system and the Venusi an stronghold had been built as a
cosm c refuge. At that tine the Arkoni des nust have been nentally powerful and free
willed, in contrast to their degenerated stage of the present. Naturally, care had been
taken to provide informati on concerning the neighbouring firmanent of Earth.

Perry had counted on this. On the other hand, Thora and Khrest were greatly
surprised. Inasmuch as the correspondi ng details about the Vega system had not been
established in the robot brain of the destroyed research cruiser, they had taken it for
granted that this would al so be the case where the giant conputer at the Venus base was
concer ned.

Though he had no stonach for it, Rhodan was forced once nore to bring Khrest's
attention to a basic error of his race. On the basis of incontestable fact it was a
foregone concl usion that the central positronic nmenory banks on their distant honme pl anet
had been far fromcontaining all know edge. Further, this inferred that many Arkonide
expeditions to distant worlds were never reported or registered. Formerly, this
possi bility had been vehenently denied by Khrest. Arned with his new i nformati on, Rhodan
took off once nore—this tine, however, with the distant goal in his sights.

The deep thunder of the drive engines in full thrust was now a nuted sound in the
control room of the spherical spaceship. Full thrust—this nmeant the expul sion of a very
heavy stream of |ight speed particles that were uniformy conpressed and beam al i gned by
an energy field generated in hyperspace. Perry Rhodan and t he Arkoni des designated the
drive pulses as "corpuscul ar waves," which had caused sonmething of a stir in Earthly
professional circles. Arkonide technology seened to be upsetting the established theories
and tending to make scientific inpossibilities possible. Judging by Rhodan's |ast |ecture
at the now worl d fanmous Space Flight Acadeny, it appeared unavoi dable that a | arge
segnent of Earthly schooling would have to be thrown overboard, or at |east some new
rel ati onshi ps woul d have to be established, if Arkonide scientific concepts were to be
grasped. Pul se drive propul sion and corpuscul ar waves—these concepts coul d he grasped and
mastered only by neans of fifth di nensional mathematics. The Good Hope accel erated at the
seeningly mad rate of 300 mles per second, which enabled it to reach the speed of |ight
in slightly nore than ten minutes.

This tinme span was theoretical, however, because it was based on the well-known nmaxi m
of relativistic velocity in accordance with the sinple linear relationship: Velocity
equals Tinme tinmes Constant Accel eration. To an observer on Earth, after ten ninutes of
constant accel eration the Good Hope would seemto have reached only seventy percent of
the speed of light. On the other hand, Rhodan was increasingly aware of the "dilation
effect," in which an equally relativistic contraction of the given tine span occurred. By
Earth standards the equations were far too conplicated; Arkonides of Khrest’'s calibre
were accustoned to solving themnentally. There were nunerous probl ens connected with the
command of an interstellar spaceship. In spite of their outstanding qualities as
scientists, Perry Rhodan and Reginald Bell had faced insurnountabl e obstacles if they had
not received the Arkonide hypno treatnent and training. As the Good Hope raced ever nore
swiftly through interplanetary space, Rhodan was able to control the ship with confident
ease. The controls were highly automated and if necessary could be handl ed by one person,
provi ded that person had acquired Arkoni de technol ogi cal training.

Khrest and Thora | ooked forward to the hypertransition with a matter of fact

conmposure. In spite of their successful qualification and training, however, Rhodan and
Regi nal d Bell could not conceal a certain degree of anticipatory tension. Everything was
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goi ng snmoot hly, perhaps too snoothly. The cal cul ati ons necessary for naking the
twenty-seven |ight-year hyperjunp were already being closely referenced to the great star
that was their goal. The basic data furnished by the direction finders was fed into the
gal actonautic conputer, which took into account such itenms as ship's nass, distance, and
prevailing gravitational field—all as a prelude to deriving the humanly inconprehensible
"junmp inmpul se," designated by the Arkonides as the "universal hypertransition

vel ocity. "Rhodan well knew that the resolution of such a problemas breaking the "light
barrier" could neither be enconpassed nor even cone close to being explained by Earthly
mat hematics. Thus, at first exposure he had been adnoni shed to abandon all handed down
Earthly know edge, in order to concentrate solely on the findings of Arkonide science.
This was sufficient cause to involve himand Bell in an enotional conflict. It didn't
seemto matter what each of them had already personally experienced, tried, or proved.
They were |ike those | egendary prinordials who becane famliar with the use of fire

t hrough observation but who could not conceive that the flames could be painful and
dangerous. The runbl e of the four synchronous pul se drive generators increased to a
nuf fl ed thunder. The cl oser the Good Hope approached the speed of light, the nore

i ntensely the unEarthly machi nes responded to the demand on them Earth's orbit had

al ready been crossed. The ship accelerated swiftly away fromthe sun in order to trigger
the hyperspace junp while still inside the solar system As the speedoneter readings

i ndicated within nine-tenths of one percent of |ight speed and the audible signals of the
mai n autopil ot began to how for additional ionized plasma injection, Rhodan suddenly
rel eased the controls. H's high backed swi vel chair swung around. Only the | eaders of the
snal | crew had appeared in the control room On the nunerous observation screens
glittered distant suns, many of which nmust have possessed planetary systens.

Thora cocked her head curiously on one side, her eyes bright with a sudden alarm
"You stopped the accel eration! Wy!"

A flick of Perry’'s hand extingui shed the signal |anps on the hyper sector panel. He
got slowy to his feet. Bell studied him Sonething was w ong."Your very thorough hypno
training has planted the fact in my mind that it's not especially advisable to nake a
hyperjunp frominside a planetary system" he explained slowly. W'll coast in free fall
to the orbit of Jupiter at just under the speed of light. | don't want to produce any
unf avour abl e magnetic di sturbances in the Earth's magnetic field. May | ask you to join
me at once in the personnel ness?"Bell switched the hypersensors over to the defence
screen projectors for instant recognition and anal ysis of any possible foreign bodies
that m ght appear. Then he, too, got up. The fully positronic autopilot was nore reliable
t han any hunan.

The nmutant John Marshall probed telepathically across to the two Arkoni des. Wen he
failed to get through their nental shields he turned for help to the pale, delicate girl
with the overlarge eyes. Betty Toufry bestowed a slight smile on him which was not the

snle of a child at all. She indicated with a shrug of her shoul ders that she had al so
failed to pick up the thoughts of the aliens, although her powers were greater than
Marshal | ' s. The di nmi nutive Japanese nutant, who had been standing next to Bell, suddenly

di sappeared. As a part of his continuous practice and training, Tako Kakuta, the man with
the astonishing capability of teleportation, had again chosen to take a shortcut.

Besi des Betty, Marshall, and the snall Japanese, there were still two other people he
had hardly known before the take-off. Rhodan had ordered two ultrafast space fighters to
pick themup fromthe Venus base, where they had conpleted their final schooling.

Peopl e claimed that Wiriu Sengu, a plunp, powerfully built Japanese, could see
through solid matter by the strength of his will alone. Before he was discovered in Japan
by the Mutant Search Corps, he had been enployed as a miner. H's fell ow workers had
al ways been deeply nystified when he predicted with infallible accuracy whether a new
gallery would yield coal

Ral f Marten, offspring of a German nerchant and a Japanese woman, possessed even nore

conspi cuous talents. He, too, belonged to that endangered generation which saw the |ight
of day shortly after the bonb over H roshima. The way Bell heard it, this tall, slender
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man was supposed to be able to shut off his personal identity tenporarily and, in a

par apsychi ¢ sense, see through other people s eyes and hear through their ears. Any
target of his choosing could never escape his penetration, in spite of the nbst secret
precautions. This seened to explain Ralf Marten's enornous success in business. The
addition of the five mutants to the already unusual personnel roster conpleted an uncanny
crew. To the Arkoni des, whose nore advanced devel opnment had accustoned themto such
phenonena, the nutants were to some extent bearable. However, to the nornmal human
crewnenbers they were plain nonsters. Though they refrained fromvoicing such an opinion
aloud or, if possible, even thinking it, enotionally the idea was dom nant.

As everyone arrived in the crew ness, which had been rebuilt to human requirenents, a
notable rift built up inmediately between the mutants and the fifty conmando energency
troops who had been signed on. M xed gl ances of cautious respect, awe, mnistrust, and
curiosity passed back and forth. The nysterious Miutant Corps, created by Perry Rhodan and
officially known as the Special Unit of the Third Power, represented an al nost
frightening safety factor. In spite of their outstanding training, the fifty specialized
soldiers could not avoid feeling at a disadvantage. On the other hand, Perry Rhodan knew
very well that in the present generation a bridging of the schism between nmutants and
norrmal men was not possible to any significant extent. It was enough for himin the
nmeantinme to achieve a tolerable relationship between those who were invol ved.

An at nosphere of high voltage tension, excitenent, and involuntary resignation
dom nated the ness. The latter condition applied to Bell, whose objections to a
hyper space fight were now conpl etely ignored.

Rhodan nmade his speech short. H's glance at the clock gave everyone to understand
that any protracted questions were futile.

"As soon as we reach the orbit of Jupiter, we'll make the first hyperspace junp ever
attenpted by Earthnen," he explained quietly. Nevertheless, his inner tension was felt.
"I amurging you to adhere precisely to all instructions you have received. Doctors
Haggard and Manoli will check all of you right after the conpleted junp. It can of course
be assunmed that no harmof any sort will result. If this thing were dangerous, the
Arkoni de race woul d have died out nore than 10,000 years ago. During the transition, keep
your sel ves conpletely relaxed. It is in the nature of things that you will not remain in
a material state during the penetration into fifth dinmensional hyperspace. This neans
that in passing over your physical organismw Il be disconnected fromyou because in its

present state it cannot exist in the so called supernatural plane. However, you can be
sure that when you pop out again into the normal four dinensional cosnbs your appendi xes
will be found in the same spot where Nature intended themto be. Now, there is another
item..."Rhodan | ooked about himlaconically, deliberately inscrutable. The robot brain
on Venus contains precise particulars concerning Vega. According to the data, about

10, 000 years ago the giant star possessed a systemof nore than forty-two planets, which
isn't so amazi ng when you consider its gigantic size. Before the tinme period nentioned,
Arkoni de explorers took a | ook around in the Vega area and brought honme fairly conplete
information. Intelligent life was found only on planet nunber eight, which is called
Ferrol, and its inhabitants are referred to as Ferrons. These people are supposed to be
very humanlike in formthat is, they have two arns and two | egs, they wal k upright, they

have only one head, and so forth."Wen the Arkonides visited Ferrol, its inhabitants had
just discovered gunpowder. That can nean that today, after 10,000 years, they may have
nucl ear weapons or nay even have achieved interstellar space flight. Either we'll find an

out st andi ng race of people there or a planet sized radioactive slag heap spinning a

| onely course around its sun. Prepare yourself for any variation of surprises and keep
your sel ves under control. That's all | wanted to tell you for now If you can, try to

sl eep another hour. It will be to your best advantage if you can pass through the
transition while sleeping."Rhodan tapped a sal ute against the peak of his cap and | eft
the room Captain Kl ein dismssed his nen, and Mjor Deringhouse, who was responsible for
the two space fighters that had been brought al ong, decided to check his nachi nes again.
As the bul khead door of the hangar slid upward, he said to hinself, "So help ne, this
whole thing has a tilt to it!"
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Regi nal d Bell was preoccupied with simlar though. Avoiding the antigrav lift, he
cl anbered up the spiral energency stairs to the control room above. As he entered the
bewi | deringly instrunmented room he was confronted by a shi mreri ng phenonenon directly
before him Qut of enptiness energed the outline of a human form which split seconds
| ater evolved into the unm stakable frail shape of Kakuta.

The teleportationist’s childlike face broke into an am able snmile. "You forgot your
hat, sir!" he said. "Here you are!"Bell counted automatically to three, then swng a
heavy fist. O Kakuta there was, however, nothing left to see, so he swung wild. Ar
t hudded audi bly into the vacuum created by Tako's di sappearance. Bell went over to the
copilot’s control seat Rhodan received himwi th a poker-faced expression, but the tw nkle
of a smle was in the corners of his eyes."The nutants have been ordered to practice
their unusual powers as often as possible and at every opportunity,” he said, rather
tongue in cheek.

Bell stared sullenly at the forward view screens. The red planet Mars was
recogni zable in the upper right quadrant of the starboard screen. The Good Hope had
al ready reached its maxi mum speed. Thora, tall and stately, sat in front of the
gal actonautic conputer. Her gaze was enigmatic.

"How do you feel!" Rhodan asked her

"Excel l ent, thank you. Perry...you | ook |like an unstable force field that's about to
coll apse at any nonent."Perry did not reply but | ooked ahead of himwhere, sonmewhere in
the depths of space, that point |ay whose coordi nates had al ready been cal cul ated by the
computers. It was absolutely essential that the hyperjunp should occur precisely at the
cal cul ated split second.

Thora | ooked hel pl essly over at Khrest. She did not know why she felt so depressed...

CHAPTER 5

Everyt hi ng happened in a flash; far too fast for adequate human conprehensi on.
Nevert hel ess, they sensed the wild tenpest of the hyperfield converter as it built up the
spont aneous junp through. On the view screens, violet |ight becane visible; then
everyt hi ng changed. The control room changed i nconprehensibly and seened to be like the
red glaring eye of a pagan giant. The control panels and peripheral equi pnent faded into
nmere outlines, gradually becanme nebul ous, and finally disappeared conpletely. The rising
sensation of pain was raw and excruciating. At its highest point it cut off, as if the
nervous system had thrown an automatic switch

Inside the warp field, built up with all avail able power to screen out four
di mensi onal energy influxes, the Good Hope was converted into a structure that could no
longer maintain its stability. The phenonenon was referred to in advanced Arkonide
physics as the "Sublinmation effect." Sinmultaneously the propelling corpuscul ar waves of
the pulse drive converted thenselves to fifth dinmensional energy units, since they, too,
were unable to maintain their normal characteristics within the spherical absorption
field. They were |like water that, under the influence of an enornous beat source, nust
turn to steam since under the transfornmed conditions it could no |longer remain in a
fluid state.

Rhodan attenpted to experience the transition in a conscious state. Yet in this
i nstance there was apparently not the slightest difference between the human and the
Arkonide brain. H's |ast thought before entering into hyperspace was his concern for
their rematerialization. Granted, it wasn't difficult to change natter into energy, but
no one had ever succeeded in creating physical substance out of pure energy, no matter
what its state or condition.But in the case a transition this very effect occurred
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inevitably, reverting everything back to its precise original state and form

The whol e thing seened to last for only a few nonents. The previous relativistic tinme
concept had lost all validity. A reference point or relationship of years could becone
seconds and vice versa. The brooding red gl are becanme nore pronounced as the raw pain
returned i nexorably. The sharp sensation of disintegration set in again, but
simul taneously the outlines of the control room reappear ed.

The return into the nornmal universe happened spontaneously, without the forner train
of crossover sensations. Vision cleared abruptly; the nornmal senses took over as if they
had never been turned off.

However, the picture reception of the outside scanners had changed conpletely. On the
front screens glittered a nighty star that could not conceivably be conpared to the
Earthly sun. It was too big and too hot and too bright in its col ourations.

Perry Rhodan’s thoughts were interrupted by the buzzing of the alarmsystem Wth a
groan of pain he becane fully animated. Beside him a solicitous voice rang out."Pretty
rugged, wasn’t it? Are you all right, sir?"Rhodan |ooked up into the face of Tako Kakut a.
The tel eportationist stood by the controls, apparently conpletely unruffled.

"You're not kidding," he answered. "But what’'s with you?"

"I"ve been long accustoned to this kind of thing, sir. Rematerializations are all the
same, whether you' re dealing with physical or psychic phenonena. You get used to it. But,
sir—the al arm system The sensors have picked up sonething!"Rhodan took little notice of
his loudly cursing copilot, who staggered about in pain, testing his linmbs. The next
al arm buzz brought himabruptly to a state of sober al ertness. Khrest and Thora al so
showed signs of life. Reports of all clear cane in fromthe various sections of the shinp.
Dr. Haggard and Dr. Manoli were reporting over the intercomthat the crew was in good
shape.

The al arm had been activated by the ship’s own warp sensors, which had registered
strong di sturbances along the curvature of space. It lasted a few nonents; then the
regi strations subsided, and gradually the warning lights di ed out.Rhodan | ooked around
himsilently. Thora's pose reveal ed such an experienced adjustnment to the whol e
experience that he withheld his burning question.Bell did not have such good control. He
staggered over to the viewscreens. Expressionlessly, he asked, "Are we there—all in one
pi ece?" |Is that Vega?"Sonmewhat too coolly, the Arkoni de answered, "What did you think?
Qur ships always make successful hypertransitions.”

"Atransition of twenty-seven |light-years?" Bell swallowed hard, then nmunbled an oath
under his breath. Wthout another word, he went back to his seat and started collecting
the reports that were reeling out of the control console. So everything was all in order.
What had been a world shaking experience for the crew had cone off with the ease and
precision of a fine watch. No one seenmed to be very excited by it, least of all the
Ar koni des.

Khrest stood anxiously in front of the warp sensor calculators. The fully automatic
out put indicated bearing on the first planet. Countless green flecks of |ight appeared on
the screens, and these objects attracted the Arkonide’s burning interest."Qur ships!"
whi spered Khrest, enraptured. "A small fleet. Look at the warp sensor data. Mre than
fifty units energed sinultaneously from hyperspace.”

Hi s gaze nmet Rhodan’s expressionl ess eyes."Wen?"

"Precisely concurrent with us."

"Excellent!" said Rhodan. "In that case, they will not have detected our own warp
di sturbance. Coi nci dence, don’t you think?"
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"I think a nmutual detection would be desirable," Thora put in heatedly. "I do not
intend to search any farther. Please start the gal actonautic calculators on the course
equations for the eighth planet. | guarantee you we'll find our research ships there."

"You could have a point there," Rhodan said slowy. Then cane the sharp command,
"Bell! Al hands to battle stations! Thora, you take the scanner controls. Bell, you're
in charge of the weapons control center!"The clanmour of alarns rang through the various
sections of the Good Hope. Men sprang to their feet and stared at each other.

Deri nghouse announced hi nself over the intercom H's two space fighters were clear
for takeoff.

"Have you gone nmad?" Thora trenbl ed, her eyes raging with anger. She drew herself up
haughtily before the long, |ean nan whom she believed she actually hated at this nonent.

"Maybe," Rhodan said calmy. "And nmaybe not. In any case, |'mnot so crazy that |'m
going to go joy dancing into an unknown sol ar system w thout good reason. Didn't | tel
you that | don't believe there are any Arkonide ships? Please go to your defence post-"
He watched her silently as she turned fromhimin a rage."Captain Klein, clinb onto those
direction finders! Wiriu Sengu, stand by. We will be through the systemin about eight
hours. There are forty-two planets to cover. The di stances between them are very great.
Thank you, | believe that will be all."

As he took his control seat again the isolated flux reactors started to how . Around
the outer hull, after a brief shimer, the defence screen began buil ding up
extradi mensi onal energy quanta. Then came the repulsion field for protection against
materially stabilized bodies. Thus the Good Hope becane as well secured as was possible
with the Arkonide technol ogy.

The little points ot green light still flickered on the sensor screens as before.
They were still at sone distance, nore than three |light-hours, which could be traversed
under the Good Hope’'s nornal velocity."l demand a short span transition!" Thora' s voice

shrill ed. Rhodan did not answer. Though she held herself under control, she neverthel ess
persisted. In the rear of the control roomthe five nmutants sat grouped together. Betty
Toufry and John Marshall |istened to thought streans that an ordinary nortal coul d never
have sensed

After a nonents the girl said tonelessly, "I hear the crying of souls. Soneone is
dying. Space is filled with whispered grief and sobbing. Despair, pain, death!"

Her eyes seened of boundl ess depth. Bell |ooked askance at the girl. On the detector
screens of the interstellar spaceship, still nmore green fl ecks assenbl ed. Rhodan
established full alert on board. The positronic fire control systemcane on. On the
screens that were receiving the image of Vega, the great star gleaned at themlike the
bl ue cycloptic eye of a great dark god.Far ahead in the depths of the m ghty planetary
system somet hing was happeni ng that was as yet inconprehensible...

The cry echoed hollowy through the control room No one had actually anticipated
what was goi ng on now, and that which ensued overtook themw th the inpact and speed of a
chargi ng beast of prey.G gantic Vega, principal star of the constellation Lyra, hung like
a nonstrous iridescent soap bubble in the normal range observation screens. It was a
gi ant type star.

So it was that sonme tinme passed before anyone began to discern the distant hairlines
of light rays and expl oding |ight blobs. The wi de screen scanners with their enornous
magni fication were the first to nake it clear that terrible events were occurring in the
vicinity of the fourteenth pl anet.

Five minutes after positive detection, the hyperfast field sensors responded. Their
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shrill clamour still continued. The highly sensitive equi pnent, which reacted to the
presence of energy di scharges had not been activated in vain. It was too |ate, because
the Good Hope still mamintained its near light velocity. So it woul d have been inpossible

to turn aside fromthe unheral ded shi ps appearing so suddenly or to avoid crossing their
confused trajectories.

The space sphere’s twin starboard drivers roared into a blazing thrust of power. A
snmal | course deflection even at this nad velocity would still suffice to bring the Good
Hope out of the inmedi ate area of danger. But then the inertial absorbers began to scream
their conplaint. They were wolfing in a part of the available power that only nonents
bef ore, Rhodan had channel |l ed exclusively into the projectors of the overl apped defence
screens. The alien finger of light that raced now toward the Good Hope coul d not have been
propagated at the speed of light. If it had, the optical visiscopes would have di scerned
it only at the nonent of contact. It approached sw ftly enough, however, to bring a
bellow of alarmfromthe nen in the control room They recogni zed this gl ean ng
phenonenon, which for all its seem ng harm essness carried the sting of death.

Rhodan turned up the variac control of the starboard drivers still nore. Try as it
woul d, the Good Hope could not be torn out of its course. Even Arkonide science had its
limtations; the nass of a near |ight speed object could not be retarded. Deviation
manoeuvres coul d never be nmade abruptly and certainly not at right angles. A course
defl ection curve of 1,200,000 miles radius was all that could be hoped for. Mass in
notion remai ned mass in notion, and nothing could change it.

The matter straining crash manoeuvre was sufficient to pluck the space sphere out of
the centre |line of danger at the |last nonment. The finger of light, which was nothing | ess
than a sharply focused energy beam of obviously high intensity, snapped past the swerving
ship only a thousand yards away in the enptiness of interplanetary space.

"A fine reception!" shouted Rhodan, giving vent to his anger.

The white faced Arkonides stared at his hard |ined face for a nmonent. Then, what
could only be inevitable in this swarm of ships occurred.

On the visiscreens what had been points of |ight before had now beconme m ghty shapes
that hung rank upon rank in space and filled the deep darkness with an endless filigree
of varicol oured |ines.

It had been Khrest who had burst out with the cry of anguish. He stared at the
screens where two basically different types of spaceships were revealed in stark detail.
Captain Klein had one of themgreatly enlarged on the screen of the short range detector.
It was one of the egg shaped units that were heavily represented in the area. The ship’'s
stern propul sion system generated extrenely intense bursts of light, the brilliance of
whi ch pained the eye of the observer. Although these ships were there in great nunbers,
they were being swiftly decimated by the other ships. The interplanetary space of the
Vega systemwas filled with catastrophic nuclear explosions, in which nore and nore of
the egg shaped vessel s perished. They seened to be conpl etely hel pl ess, which seened to a
great extent to be due to their obvious bul kiness. Fromthe automatic cal cul ators Rhodan
had been aware for sone tinme that the alien vessels possessed only a trifling rate of
accel eration, so that their manoeuvrings were painfully slow Again and again the height
fingers of light struck the dark | ooming egg hulls, which instantly becane expl odi ng
bonbs.

"They don’t have any protective screens!" Klein yelled excitedly. "No energy
detection system sir! They're snails they don’t have a chance! "Rhodan concentrated only
on his daring course deflection. If the Good Hope maintained its present trajectory, it
was inevitable that it would plunge right into the thickest part of the war and chaos.

Then Khrest’'s second outcry was heard.On the extra | arge bow screen, new shapes

energed. In conplete contrast to the rotund, cunbersone units they had seen, these ships
possessed | ong, delicate, rod shaped hulls but were conspi cuous because of their |arge
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center bulges. They |ooked as if soneone had stuck a thin pencil through a chestnut.

"Faster—ncrease the deflection!" Khrest cried in a panic. H's fanbus conposure had
fallen fromhimconpletely. The Arkoni de scientist was in this nmonent nothing nore than a
qui vering bundl e of nerves. Rhodan’s answer wasn't needed. The Good Hope raced away from
the battle center with flanmi ng deflection drivers, yet still drew fire. Too many of the
nysterious alien opponents were distributed over a giant sector of the Vega area of
space. Again, when it was alnost too |late, they saw the |ightning finger of death reach
toward them The positronic detection systemtook over automatically, but no further
thrust could be expected fromthe drivers. The ray beam flashed. In the sanme instant the
Good Hope was grasped as though in a giant claw and whirled off its course. Atitanic
di scharge of energy crashed and bl asted so mightily agai nst the extradi mensi onal outer
screen that the spherical Arkon steel core began to reverberate like a bell in the direct
transm ssion of the resulting vibrations.In a nonment the phantomthrust passed on. In the
di stance one of the rod shaped ships darted through space, the ship from whose weapon
cupol a the shot had cone.

Rhodan coul d be seen | aughi ng, although there was no possibility of hearing himabove
the echoing reverberations of the deflected lucky hit. Khrest still stood before the
vi siscreens. The flaring crucible of the apace battle fell behind, and the individual
definitions of ships becane nere points of light, The relatively small space sphere
ceased to draw further fire. Far behind it the cunbersone egg shaped ships stil
expl oded, but with dimnishing freguency now as new eneny units energed out of
hyper space.

The last incident of inmediate danger occurred when they shot through a flaning bal
of gas at their extrenme velocity. In this spot one of the cunbersone shi ps had expl oded
froma hit. The outer defence screen shrieked its conplaint again; then the Good Hope was
through. Before them shone the fourteenth planet of an unreal seening solar system This
worl d appeared to be a giant sphere of gases of the Jupiter type.

Rhodan finally cut off the roaring starboard drivers, and the Good Hope glided toward
the still distant planet in free fall

"They don’t have nmuch to offer," Reginald Bell cormmented with the reassuring cal m of
a man in conplete self-control. "That was no ray beam+ust a gentle brush of the hair.
Anybody have any comrents?"He squi nted across at Rhodan, who was just getting up fromhis
control seat. Slowy, be approached the two Arkoni des. Khrest seened to shudder under the
commander’s smiling gaze. Rhodan was again the unconprom sing test pilot who refused to
deal in vagaries."Wen we were under fire, you wanted to say sonething," Rhodan’s voice
said. "What was it?"Khrest presented a pitiable spectacle. Thora, pale and shaken, had
sunk back into her chair.

"I was in error!" sobbed the great scientist. "I really made a nistake. Forgive ne!l"

"M stake? Well, that’s no world shaking piece of news. But what did you want to tell
me when we were attacked?"Khrest’'s reddi sh eyes inplored. He was greatly disturbed.
"Those | ong, rod shaped ships with the conspi cuous center bul ge—+ know thenl Every
Arkoni de knows them There can be no doubt. There is only one race in the entire gal axy
that builds that extrenme type of hull."

"And where do they cone fronf"

Khrest groped for support. Dr. Haggard led himwordlessly to the nearest chair. From
there the Arkoni de expl ai ned brokenly, "Naturally, not from Arkon. The race of the
Topi des has evolved froma reptilian phylum Hi ghly intelligent, unyielding, and fierce.
Absol utel y nonhuman! They doninate three small solar systens. W call their principa
worl d Topid. By Earth reckoning, their systemis |ocated about 815 light-years away in
the vicinity of Orion. The planet Topid circles Orion Delta, a double star. The prine
star is white; the secondary one is violet | don't understand what the Topides are
| ooking for in this region. They were the very first colonial race to revolt against the
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m ght of the Greater Enpire. About 1,000 years ago we made several punitive expeditions
agai nst them "Rhodan emitted a | ow | augh. "A thousand years ago," he repeated. "That's
just like you, ny friend. And neverthel ess you clained that your people had pulled
thensel ves together to make a mighty research expedition. You know, | can even tell you
what these characters are after.”

"Us?" Captain Klein interjected anxiously.

"Exactly! And we fools even flewin front of their ray projectors for them W are
dealing with a gal actic great power, and the Earth has desperately little to oppose it
with. No need to frown so, Thora. Your so-called Geat Enpire is dying. It's tine that
peopl e on Arkon took a | ook at what's going on along the rimof the galaxy. Do you stil
think it’s a good idea to give thema shout on the radi 0? The Topi des undoubtedly have
super |ight speed ships. Maybe they’ve gone honme assumi ng that everybody recogni ses them
as ruling Arkonides."The words hurt. The Arkonides reacted to themwith a bowing of their
heads. Rhodan turned away, but Khrest’'s question followed him"But to whom do those other
shi ps belong? Did you see how rapidly they were being destroyed?"

"Naturally. They are |like hel pless, bleating sheep, which incidentally we mght have
been on a larger scale, If these Topides had attacked our solar system Reg! Kindly get
your fingers off the weapon controls! |f anybody slips up now we'll have these |izards
swarm ng over the Earth tonorrow. They probably haven't detected their slight error, and
they won't as long as the indi genous Vega intelligences around here carry on just as we
woul d have. They defend thenselves, that is all. But they are hopel essly out matched. |
don’t doubt that these others are the inhabitants of the planet Ferrol, which was
di scovered nore than 10,000 years ago by an Arkoni de exploring expedition. They have
progressed fromprinitives to capable space travellers. Now they’'ve got to swal |l ow what
was actually neant to be dished out to us."Rhodan fell silent. The Good Hope hurtl ed
unnol ested through space. The arena of the space battle lay far behind.

"And now?" asked Bell. "Do we disappear? And if so—how?"Rhodan settled into the
control seat reflectively. "In the interests of Earth we’ve got to di sappear, but
unobtrusively. We'Ill cruise out of this systemat nornal sublight speed. Then we’ll have

to risk a hyperspace junp. It was very fortunate that our inconing warp disturbance
wasn't detected during all the excitenment Khrest, do you have anything to say?"The
Arkoni de shook his head. Rhodan began to programthe board. Again the starboard drivers
of the Good Hope roared into life. It was going to take considerable tine to face the
shi p honeward agai n, because Rhodan preferred to maintain velocity rather than decelerate
to a halt.

Orders cane in clipped precision. In the upper heni sphere of the ball shaped vessel
Maj or Deri nghouse cl anbered in disgruntled nood fromhis fighter. He had counted on a
pursuit | aunching.

Later, when they had achi eved an opposite trajectory, the sensors began to warn of
obj ects ahead. Far ahead and dead on course, were countless pieces of weckage and
debris. The area was close to the fourteenth planet, in the area where the space battle
had occurred.

"Interesting," remarked Bell. H's brow furrowed querul ously. "Do you think there are
any survivors? Those Ferron people are bound to have devel oped space suits—+ hope! W
really ought to make an attenpt to talk to one of them "Rhodan did not answer for severa
nonents. First, he nade a slight adjustnment of the controls. Al four drivers of the Good
Hope began to thunder, this tinme, however, with the propul sion field tubes set in
reverse. Khrest suddenly froze. This lanky, nysterious nan had just finished saying that
it was necessary to disappear fromthe Vega systemas quietly as possi ble, and now he was
| ocking the entire drive systeminto a braki ng manoeuvre. Rhodan was sonet hi ng nore than
a phenonmenon. Khrest had to adnit that there was also no one left nowin the Geater
Enmpire who could approach this man in his swift dexterity at the ships controls.

"Weapon controls secured," Rhodan said briskly. "You know, that isn't a bad idea,
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Reg.

"Apparently it's easy for anybody to change your nmind for you," snapped Thora. "Just
a slight suggestion and you do exactly the opposite of what you lust finished deciding
you woul d do."Rarely had anyone ever seen Rhodan snmile so scornfully. Thora reddened
under his gaze.
"There's been a slight error," he advised. "Bell’s suggestion wasn't the cause. It
was the final data runout fromthe positronics. Look at the information on the screens!
These beanpol e Topi di an ships are way behind the Good Hope in their acceleration rating.
By the tinme any of them could even approach the speed of |ight, we'd be gone into

hyperspace ten tines over. The egg crates of the Ferrons are still slower. The conputer
brain has determ ned the nature of their propul sion. Utrahigh concentrate photon
generators. You can't expect fast pickup fromthat kind of system So we'll just have

ourselves a | ook at what's going on out there."

"W eckage—dncount ed swarnms of debris!" whispered Dr. Manoli. "Just |ook at all of
it—sensor readings fromall directions. There nust be survivors sonewhere!"Wth a quiet
snle, Betty Toufry | ooked at Rhodan. She had read his thoughts. The fact that the Good
Hope had a speed advantage over the eneny aliens wasn't the only reason why he was
sl owi ng down. He, too, was thinking of the living entities who m ght he struggling for
their lives out there in space. The ship devel oped a deceleration rate of three hundred
nmles per second. In the hangar, Major Deringhouse forced his Iong frane once nore into
the cranped cockpit of the space fighter. Several crew nenbers pulled down and fastened
t he hood over his head...

CHAPTER 6

The manoeuvre had not been easy, inasnuch as it had been carried out deep within the
heavy gravitational pull of a giant planet. Even Khrest was anmazed at the size of this
worl d, which nust have nmeasured three tinmes the dianeter of Jupiter

The weckage of former spaceships had already started the slow, inexorable drift
downward into the grip of the heavy gravitation by the tine Rhodan could match the Good
Hope' s speed and course for sal vage operations. After a protracted search in the vacuum
of space they had found one survivor. That, and only that. There was not hi ng nore. Wen
they pulled the creature in through the airlock with the traction beam they found it
close to death by asphyxiation. Al so the body of the alien displayed a nunber of burns,
evidently caused by the ultraviolet rays of nighty Vega. The entity had initially cowered
inits seat in the control room intimdated and shaking with fear, until the hel pfu
attentions O Doctors Haggard and Manoli denonstrated that no one here was intent upon
taking its life.

Yes, it was a Ferron, they decided; a descendant of those beings which the Arkonide
search expedition had di scovered 10,000 years before. O course, its race had | ong since
outgrown the age of printive gunpowder weapons. Rhodan thought that actually the Ferrons
shoul d have devel oped further than was apparent. Humanki nd on Earth had required only
five hundred years to graduate fromfire to the first satellite rocket. By that yardstick
the Ferrons shoul d have | ong since conquered interstellar travel.

Thei r nmeans of propul sion had devel oped only to that stage, however, which required a
furtherance of the principles involved in order to progress. The fact finally energed
that the Ferrons | acked the nental capacity, by their nature, to think in
fifth-dinmensional terms and to work out a correspondi ng system of mathematics, They were
sinply not so constituted. Wthout a high order of mathenmatics, which ultimtely required
an exceptional power of the inagination, space travel beyond the speed of |ight was not
possible. So they utilized their extrenely reliable quanta propul sion system which at
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| east had permtted themto achieve the speed of |ight.

On the other hand they had devel oped such a narvel |l ous technol ogy of m cronmechanics
that Rhodan’s cursory exam nation of ship parts they had picked up caused himto whistle
softly. All in all it had to be recognized that the Ferrons were far ahead of Earth in
every respect. It would be sone tinme yet before the intelligent race of Earthnmen mi ght
reach such a state unaided. O course, the Ferrons were inmeasurably behind the superior
technol ogy of the Arkoni des. \When the Ferron was brought on board and his thinking
processes energed fromthe |ethargy of total exhaustion, Rhodan made an announcenent over
the ship's P.A system "He's comng to. Wth the help of telepathy the nmutants will try
to establish rapport as a basis of understanding with him Nevertheless | nust insist
that everyone avoid the concept or expression of ‘Earth’ or ‘Terra.’ Don't forget the
| ocation of our honme planet nmust remain a secret. Watch yourselves on that point! However
these creatures may seem or whatever they may call thenselves, to them we are Arkoni des.
The Good Hope itself can support that. Besides, we are physically simlar to the
Arkoni des. Therefore, fromhere on in you will forget that you have cone from Earth and
where the Earth is. That is all!"The order was clear and distinct. Wth a sense of
bitterness, the two genui ne Arkoni des perceived that Perry Rhodan was t hinking
exclusively of his world and humanity. In this respect he seened to be a nonstrous
egotist. In spite of this, however, even Thora was forced to admt, against her wll,
that the canoufl age was absol utely necessary. For her the sudden appearance of the
reptilian people had represented a severe bl ow.

A mracul ous special positronic extension of the Arkoni de conputer equi pment served
as an instantaneous translator. Once it had registered and classified the first sounds
and semantic groupi ngs of Ferron speech, the process of comuni cati on proceeded nuch
better. Since the Ferron's rescue, three hours had passed. Vol um nous data were provided
by the tel epaths Betty Toufry and John Marshall and fed into the translating nmachi ne, so
that the task finally becane relatively sinple. Khrest and Thora, who possessed the
advant age of eidetic nmenory, were now beginning to speak haltingly in the other’s
| anguage. Meanwhile, the Good Hope fell free in an orbit around the oversized fourteenth
pl anet Perry Rhodan held al oof fromthe discussion group, although the alien's gaze
frequently turned to him Apparently the creature had readily discerned that the power of
decision rested with this tall, |anky man. Rhodan surveyed himcarefully. The Ferron was
relatively small, though tremendously nuscul ar and broad shoul dered. Hi s honme pl anet of
Ferrol was supposed to have a gravity reading of 1.4 G so the stocky bodily structure
was to be expected. Arns and |legs were entirely humanoid, as well as the head with its
uni formy bushy hair and very small eyes deepset under an extrenely forward archi ng brow

The nouth proved to be remarkably snall. The nost essential difference from hunmans was
his pal e blue skin coloration, which contrasted strangely with his copper coloured hair.
Wth it all, the Ferron was no nonstrosity. There were anatonical differences, to be

sure, but nothing unusual .

Rhodan |istened to the inconprehensible words that were being spoken. In so doing, he
strove in vain to analyze a nanel ess prenonition that was nagging at him |In the back of
his brain a faint shred of thought plucked at him warning himof immed ate danger.

John Marshall hurried over to him The Ferron’s watchful gaze followed him As Rhodan
turned, looking at him the alien cane to attention and saluted with a right hand over
his chest. Rhodan nodded briefly. The Ferron’s space suit was of excellent quality, so
precise in its details of fabrication as to present a conplete perspective of the
technol ogy that had produced it. It was depressing for Rhodan to realize that nornal
hunans were out mat ched by these people. Al the while, the rescued Ferron appeared to
accept the inpression that he was dealing with i nmeasurably superior beings."Wat’'s going
on?" Rhodan asked. "Problens? | don’t |ike the | ook on your face."The tel epath snorted
angrily. Khrest is punping himfull of overbl own exaggerations of the power of the G eat
Enmpire," he conpl ai ned.

"I know. He's following ny instructions. Anything el se?"Your instructions—that’s

great! But did you also tell himto dodge all the inportant questions so that he can
chase down cl ues about the so-called planet of eternal |ife? There are other things now

file://IF|/unsorted books/Perry Rodin/Perry Rodan 010 - Space Battle in the Vega Sector.txt (26 of 44) [6/19/2001 9:30:58 PM]



file:/l/F|/unsorted books/Perry Rodin/Perry Rodan 010 - Space Battle in the Vega Sector.txt

that concern ne nore.He never gives up, does he?" Rhodan nmuttered. "Is the conmunication
nmet hod wor ki ng?"

"Excellently. The machine is a phenonenon, and Khrest has already built up a
tremendous vocabul ary. "

His eidetic nenory. That figures. Wat does the Ferron say about the attack?"

John Marshal |l glanced across at the alien. Haggard was administering a second
i njection, which the creature received calmy. "He calls hinself Chaktor and was
commander of a small ship that was destroyed about twenty-four hours ago. Here, at the
fourteenth planet, the first line of defence was set up. The second |ine was al so
destroyed. W were witnesses to that. The third front is sitting right over the hone
pl anet, that is, planet eight. He says that the first eneny ships appeared about a week
ago. Nobody ever expected such a thing. Panic broke out on Ferrol, and their space fleet
seened headed for doom Chaktor is frantically pleading for help, and his pleas increase
in proportion to Khrest’'s unlimted exaggerations. Chief, maybe that’'s not so
wi se."Marshall was biting his |ips, apparently deeply disturbed.

"What el se do the Ferrons have?" asked Rhodan.

"Hardly anything nore than that. They don’t have any concept of faster than |ight
space travel that’s why his boundl ess respect for us. Chaktor regards you as a sort of
nmracle being. They have absolutely no type of defence screens. Wen their ships get hit
by a ray beam they are lost. They have a gi ant space fleet at their disposal, nostly
commerci al ships, which have al so been armed, incidentally. They have no energy
proj ecti on weaponry. Principally they use a sort of rocket artillery with atom c contact
heads that have a peculiar nethod of operation. In the beginning they started to neet
wi th success. "Khrest says that the invading Topides have a really m serabl e defensive
armanment. At first onslaught, their defence screens didn't nean nuch. The Ferron confirns
this, but he says that the Topides gradually | earned how to avoid the rocket bonbardnent.
The things travel at only a third the speed of light, and that was their downfall. Once
you're on to that weakness, you can do sonething about it. Mstly the oncom ng shots were
nmet with ray beanms and detonated harnlessly. Chief, you know, we ought to—Rhodan
interrupted himwith a brief wave of his hand. "Wait a ninute, John. How cone the Ferrons
have such a space fleet? Are there other intelligences around here?

"Under devel oped, yes. Aside fromtheir home planet the Ferrons have settled planets
seven and nine—minly the ninth one. They are oxygen breathers, of course at higher
tenperatures than we're used to. Nunmber eight nust really be hot. W night find nunber
nine a bit nore pleasant. The Ferron requests that we nmake a | andi ng on pl anet nine,
which is called Rofus."Rhodan thanked the nutant. He had | earned enough. Thoughtfully, he
| ooked at Bell, who sat beside him apparently detached.

"Wel | ? What do you think?"

"Thanks for asking," Reg grunbled. "You know all this puts a danper on our
di sappearing act unless we secure this solar system the Earth won't be safe either. For
these Topides a nere twenty-seven light-years would be a milk run! 1’'d sure like to do
some cl oser snooping around, especially to pick out the eneny’'s soft points. Under the
circunmstances | think touching base with the Ferrons woul d be advant ageous. They seemto
have all sorts of things that Earthnmen could put to good use. Their nethods of production
and fabrication have got ne fired up. Terrific workmanshi p and techni que. There's al so
sonmet hing el se to consider. The Good Hope outcl asses the Topides in velocity and weapons.
Any time we want to we can duck into hyperspace and outrun them "Meditatively, Rhodan got
to his feet. "Your think pot is still working, | see. You took the words out of ny nouth.
Take bearings on planet eight and feed the data to the hyperpositronics. | don't want to
lose any tinme. It jolts me to think that the Topides really had us in mind. Let's have a
cl oser look at these characters. Get on the P. A system and pass the word. "Mnents | ater,
Rhodan stood before the squatly built Ferron. Chaktor hunbly bent a knee to him Then he
began to speak rapidly. The sinultaneous anal yser translated the words in neani ngful
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cont ext.

Khrest whi spered hastily, "I’'ve determ ned sonme astonishing contradictions in these
people! In some things they are backward, but on the other hand they have what they cal
material transmitters, which can only be based on fifth dinmensional principles. But they
are entirely incapable of converting such equipnment so that it can transport
dematerialized matter faster than light. There are an obvi ous indication of the existence
of a superior technology in their mdst! He speaks of such a contact in the di mpast
ages. By all neans you nust go to the honme planet of the Ferrons. |’'ve got to have nore
information. | amcertain that the world of eternal life exists in the Vega system Those
matter transmtters probably cone fromthere!”

"Equi prent |ike that just could be of interest,"” Rhodan commented gravely.

"How wel |l we read you, Perry!" Thora put in with irony. Mnkind Uber
Al'l es—+i ght ?"Rhodan turned to Chaktor who faced himin grave formality. Rhodan was aware
of a strange sensation. Exactly four years ago he had known essentially |l ess than this
Ferroni an space commander. Had he net himthen, it was he who woul d have been the grossly
inferior one. Thora's reddi sh eyes watched himscornfully. She seened to divine his
t houghts. He spoke into the pickup of the instantaneous translator. "I will bring you to
the ninth planet of your system" he said. "Can you arrange for your own ships not to
attack us!"

Chaktor waited until the end of the translation. Then his flat face began to beam
Agai n canme the bended knee, which was distasteful to Rhodan

Bel | broke through with an announcenent. "Di stance to nunber eight, slightly over
el even |ight-hours."”

Chakt or confirnmed the nmeasurenent. In so doing he used synbols that the translator
had already | earned. The Ferron stared unconprehendingly at the relatively conpact
apparatus. Gradually he seened to | ook upon the humans as gods. Then his reply cane
through. Yes, he could transnmit the required code signal, if they would place a
transnmitter at his disposal

Ch, is that all?" said Captain Kl ein sceptically. "Wat kind of transm ssion do these
fell ows use?"

"Familiarise himwith the terrestrial gear—we’ve installed a few units on board.
He'll be able to use nornmal ultrashort wave. |1’I|l guarantee you they won’'t have
hypertransm ssion."In three hours of ships tinme the experinment was concl uded. Chaktor did
not appear to have any difficulty in conprehending the Earthly installations.

A bit facetiously, Betty Toufry informed Rhodan, "Chaktor is wondering where in the
nane of heaven you dug up such crude, prinitive equipnent."”

Thora burst out |aughing. Rhodan | ooked at the alien, startl ed.

Regi nal d Bell took heated exception. What the hell! That's the npst advanced micromn
transnmtter that we ever produced! Wat’'d he say? Crude and prinmitive?"Captain Klein
started to grin as Rhodan, after a deep breath, concocted a diplomatic reply. "Betty,

i nform himthat we obtained the equi pnment from underdevel oped savages for the purpose of
exhibition. Tell himwe thought of putting it in a nmuseum"

Dr. Haggard could hardly conceal his anusenent. Chaktor was put in his place as an
i nferi or when he received the expl anati on.

"That was a bitter pill," said Rhodan. "Doctor, stop |aughing—t could give us away.
And as for you, Thora, you can get off that kick of trying to show how | ost we'd be
wi t hout Arkonide technology. After a while, you know, it mght just set ne off."He
plugged in the all stations communication systemand stood in front of the TV receptor.
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"Attention! Conmander to an hands! W're getting underway to nake a short hop

hyperj unp—about el even |ight-hours of distance. That will bring us out of hyperspace
bet ween the eighth and ninth planets of the system You will maintain full battle

readi ness and disregard the slight sensation of pain during the transition. It could be
that we may land in the mddle of a full scale engagenent. Lock on and fire perni ssion
for all weapon stations. Show the Topi des your teeth if you have to. Major

Deri nghouse—stand by with Captain Klein for a | aunch nanoeuvre. You will be shot out as
soon as we arrive. Set your direction finders on the ships sensors so that you can find
us again. In enmergency, you will land on Rofus, the ninth planet Chaktor w |l announce
us. You'll find a large city in the equatorial zone. Rofus is a Ferronian col ony pl anet
and it has only the one netropolis. That is all!"Ten mnutes |ater the Good Hope had

reached the speed of |ight. The giant planet, nunber fourteen, dropped far behind. There
was nothing to be seen, far and wi de, of any eneny action. The interplanetary space of
gi ant Vega seened to have been swept cl ean

CHAPTER 7

If they considered the previous space conbat severe, they now found that they had
junped into a veritable hell. The disagreeable signals fromthe detectors were
never endi ng. The Vega system seened to swarmwith ships, but it did not appear as though
a friendly contest were going on between two advanced cultures. The suddenly appearing
Good Hope was received by a shower of gleanm ng force beans. Before Rhodan had nanaged to
recover fromthe pains of transition, the ship was already caught in cross fire.

The ninth planet of the Vega system shone fromthe viewscreens. At |east the short
di stance transition had succeeded with a hairline precision. However, Rhodan woul d have
preferred to enmerge fromhyperspace a nillion or two niles farther away. On the other
hand, it might not have changed the basic situation very nuch. The uncanny battl e ensued
al nrost on a defined plane, but because of that, the contending units were spread ever
several mllion mles.

Rhodan’ s shout ed conmands rang through the control roomas Bell opened fire on the
eneny. In the hellish noise of the ray beaminpacts, the extended weapon turrets of the
Good Hope went into action. The weapon control systemwas fully automatic. After each
successful coordinate conpilation and signal all Bell had to do was press a button. It
was anot her exanpl e of Arkonide technol ogical efficiency.Under full power propul sion,
Rhodan had brought the Good Hope out of the imediate area of cross fire fromthe bl uish
energy beans. Once again the extradi mensional defence screen had shown that normal energy
weapons coul d neither break it down nor neutralise it. But the raging di scharges could
not have been prevented. The shock of inpact was so great as to be transnitted
fractionally to the outer hull, along with high intensity thernal effects.

Apparently the Topi des did not possess any |ight speed renote controll ed weapons, or
el se they preferred to work exclusively with their ray projectors. As the strident
clamour of a final hit rang out, the sound of their own weapons cane through. In this
respect the Good Hope definitely had nore to of fer than several Topidian battl eships put
together. As an auxiliary vessel for an exploration cruiser it was sufficiently armed for
defence to give Bell all the choice of weaponry that a fire control officer required.

John Marshall had taken over the detector station. As the first line of the long, rod
shaped spaceships fell behind the hurling Good Hope and the pursuing ray beans failed to
overtake the swift as light ship, Marshall announced the appearance of the next units.
They were nore deeply depl oyed and were engaged in battle with a trenmendous swarm of egg
shaped spaceships in the midst of a continuous flashing of explosions.

"Change targets!" Rhodan called over the tiny radi o phone system of their special
hel mets. Normal comunication in this inferno of sound had becone inpossible. "W have to
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bl ast through or we’'ll never get out of this kettle. Thora give Bell a hand. Activate the
gravity bonbs. Let’s see what they can do."Bell glanced briefly to his left, where the
Arkoni de wonan was taking over the control switches. Gavity bonbs, he thought with a
slight shudder. The nost powerful weapon that the Arkoni des had ever created. Actually
they were not bonbs in the true sense of the word. At least, he felt it was inadequate to
refer to a light speed spiral field of stabilized energy as a bonb. These fields were
extradi mensi onal energy quanta with the remarkabl e characteristic of breaking up nornal
matter and tearing it out of the structure of curved space.

Red |ights flashed on Bell<«s target screen. The automatic coordi nators had spotted
three targets. As he pressed the fire buttons, the three pul se cannons began to roar.
Agai n the Good Hope was shaken by its own recoil. Violet traces of energy raced with
absolute light speed through the eternal blackness of the void. They |eft the opponent no
time for detection. Before their gleam ng approach coul d be observed or detected by
instrunents, they were already at their goal. The eneny still |ay about 1,200,000 nmiles
ahead. After precisely seven seconds, lightning struck through the thick rows of the | ong
Topi di an ships. The hits were registered first by the hyperspeed field sensors. Then
seven nore seconds passed before the blinding flash of the expl osi ons was visibl e. John
Marshal | had taken over the heavy neutron ray projectors. Their effect was detectable
whenever eneny space vessels fell out of their course and drifted hel pl essly through
enptiness, due to the lack of hands at the controls. The ultraconcentrated neutron rays
attacked only organic life.

Thora fired two gravity bonbs. She saw the will-o0'-the-wi sp spiral disappear into the
darkness. Two eneny units died in the mdst of piercing blasts of |ight.Rhodan had never
seen this tall alien female in such a situation. Absolutely notionless, noving only her
fingertips, she sat behind the fire controls of the terrible weapons, with only her eyes
showing the inner fire that consuned her. Her unconpronising training came to the fore
now, and she operated according to the maxi mof the ruling Arkon Dynasty—enem es who
oppose the al mi ghty power of the Great Enpire nust perish.ln inpersonal, netallic
soundi ng tones, she spoke through the hel net phone. "They should know by now with whom
they are dealing! They are hollow in their heads! They will he destroyed before they can
get out of the way!"

Rhodan shouted a new series of comands. The curving course they were conmitted to
couldn’t be changed. The Good Hope was going to have to charge into the rapidly
thickening lines of the eneny at full velocity."Deringhouse! Ready for |aunch!" he yelled
through the radi o phone above the noise. "Make a breach in the lines and then cover our
flanks. Keep close to the ship—+s that clear?"Deringhouse avidly confirmed the order. He
had not previously believed such events possible. Wile the Good Hope naintained fire in
full flight and the reduced answering ray fire of the totally confused eneny was
neutral i sed by the defence screens, the two fighter escorts carrying Deringhouse and
Kl ein swi shed out of the |aunch tubes. They had acquired the velocity of the nother ship
and added to it a nuch greater nanoeuvrability. They scattered fromit at a sharp angl e,
and seconds later their built in bow guns began to flane. These were heavy caliber pul se
projectors, which half filled the fast little airframes with their bulk. At only two
i ght-seconds of distance fromthe Topidian ships, both fighters scored first hits.

Then the Good Hope was there with them and they raced together through bill ow ng
clouds of flame that had represented heavy spaceshi ps but a nonent before. Once nore it
was only a few seconds before they broke through the wide |ines. Al weapons concentrated
their fire nowin the area they had just travelled. The crew was subjected to an
uncontrol |l able state of elation, augnented by the wildly raving Ferron, who greeted every
shot with a shrill how of delight or encouragenent.

Rhodan knew t he danger of runaway confidence. Such situations could change very
qui ckly. The nmutant Tako Kakuta nust have read his mind. He pulled the blue skinned
Ferron away fromthe screens and hauled himin front of the warned up and ready | ong
range radi o phone equi pnent. Rhodan hit the control console with quick, deft hands. The
ship's four running drivers increased the clamur of the weird battle."He nust give his
signal!" he shouted at Betty Toufry. "Quickly! His own ships are coning up ahead of us
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there. God, are they slow |'mdecelerating."Wile the Good Hope slowed its |ight speed
pace with the maxi mum power of its repul sion, Chaktor begin to speak rapidly into the

nm crophone. It was still questionable whether he would be heard i medi ately. Because of
their dimnishing velocity, a strange phenonenon occurred. The ray beans of the far

out di st anced Topi di an shi ps, though slower than |ight, were now catching up. It could be
seen how they pressed on closer and closer to the steadily decel erati ng Good Hope.

During the braking nanoeuvre an el usive course was hardly possible, so Rhodan
deliberately received the two hits with a stoic calm The man w thout nerves; the
commander who supervised with steel trap reaction and who m ssed not hing. The spheri cal
ship began again to gyrate. In spite of the attenuation of distance, the ray beam i npacts
came with a jolt. But the thermal destroying force did not get through to the hull. The
nmen at the power control station reported a tenporary overl oading of the separate current
reactors. The high tension hyperfield gobbled up nonstrous power vyields, which could
hardly be satiated even by the Arkonide equi pnent.

Don't get too rough!" Khrest npaned. "Renenber that this is only an auxiliary vessel;
it isn't a heavy duty cruiser!"Rhodan | aughed agreeably. Khrest had peculiar concepts of
relati ve power and destructive effect.

Far behi nd the Good Hope, all hell broke | oose. Thora had al so brought the
di sintegration guns into play. These were capable of totally disrupting all crystalline
structures, and their target strikes were soon registered by the untiring positronics.

"Br eakt hrough," Bell announced calmy. He was bathed in sweat. "Their defence screens
can’t nmeasure up to a single one of our weapons."

"W’ ve made contact!" cried Tako Kakuta, waving his hands excitedly. "Chaktor has
contact! His people are aware of us now. W have cl earance through their lines if we need
it."Rhodan turned. On the | arge screen of the visiphone the beam ng face of an el der
Ferron was discernible. Gbviously it was that of a high ranking officer. Chaktor pointed
across to the controls and shouted into the nicrophone. Hi s words could not be understood
over the deep thunder of the ship’'s weapons and the hard thrusting drivers. Only the two
tel epaths were able to pick up the gist of Chaktor’'s flood of thoughtsThrough her hel net
communi cator, Betty put an explanation together. "It is the comander of the Ferron
fleet. He is relaying the news of our arrival to the command station of the ninth planet.
Chaktor is putting together a supplenmentary code signal that relates to us especially...
Wait! The commander is making an urgent plea, that we keep giving himsupport in the
battle. Perry, he says he's prepared to turn the entire command over to you!"Rhodan
cursed under his breath. The wild course of the Good Hope could hardly be halted in the
front lines of the egg shaped ships. A deceleration of nore than three hundred nil es per
second just couldn’t be expected of the already overloaded drivers."Tell himto defend
hi nsel f," Rhodan answered. "I will attack the eneny on the flanks and at a hi gher |evel
Tell Chaktor to advise that it’s not possible for me to build a stable defence front with
a single ship. Qur strength can consist only of a running diversion."Thus the dil emm
occurred that Rhodan had feared in the background of his thoughts. The neutral observer
who was only going to take a quick | ook at the situation had now beconme an active
participant in events that, though not inmmedi ately endangering manki nd, inposed a
responsibility to take preventive neasures and do what he coul d agai nst the Topi des.

They were not human. As this thought pressed itself forcefully upon him he well knew
that his very humanness denanded a part in the battle. For the first time in his |ife be
understood the Arkonide notto, which said that non-hunman intelligences cannot be
tol erated except in the rarest of circunstances. Nonhumans like this had a basically
different ethic, an entirely incredible and alien concept of existence. If they appeared
with mal evolent intent, there was no alternative but an all out defensive effort.

The Good Hope was only a few |light-seconds renmoved fromthe wavering |ine of Ferron
ships when a terrible roaring energed fromthe alarm system of the hypersensors. It was
such a pal pabl e thundering, conmbined with the shrieking | oudspeakers, that the sw shing
light synbols on the data screens were distinguished, after one blinding flash.
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Somet hi ng of nonstrous proportions nust have shaken the normal curvature of the
universe in the inmediate vicinity. In the |anmnated defence screen of the Good Hope a
coal escence flamed up. For several seconds the force field collapsed conpletely. The
current reactors raced free without |l oad. Intermttent discharges of |ightning flashed
fromthe overl oad breakers of the energy converters.

The highly sensitive warp sensors nelted through. Their acrid stench filled the
control room and noved Rhodan, in an instinctive appraisal of the situation, to order
space hel nets closed. The transparent spheres clicked into place in the nmagnetic collar
rings of their space suits. Air conditioning, oxygen, and radio systems sw tched on
automatically.

The Good Hope, travelling now only at a quarter of the speed of light, found itself
instantly in an invisible energy discharge of unbelievable force. Blue fire engulfed the
Arkon steel outer hull. Everything that the invadi ng spaceshi ps had thrown at them becane
as nothing conpared with this mighty power.

Everyone heard a sudden shrill outcry. It broke through the space hel met speakers,
kindling in the brains of the humans a spark of panic. Rhodan saw Khrest run to the
hyper communi cat or consol e. The Arkoni de scientist began speaking into the |ighted
transference screen even as the trenbling of the ship’s hull subsided.Until that nonent,
Rhodan had been occupi ed in maintaining sone senbl ance of control over the Good Hope. Now
suddenly he saw t he nonstrous shape of steel and energy that had energed from hyperspace
at best only thirty mles away.

"No!" he groaned. Then he yelled, "Thora, is that..?"

"An Arkonide battleship!" she interrupted hastily. "Inperial class, the |atest design
of the Enpire. I'mthoroughly famliar with it. Wth one of those | could conquer entire
sol ar systens. Perry, our people have cone! Khrest is transmitting the recognition code
signhal. They nmust have found out on Arkon what was happening in the Vega system Just
| ook, Perry! An invincible giant with nagnificent equi pnent and weapons. |t nust have a
di aneter of 2,400 feet, by Earthly neasurenent. |—Wat are you doi hg?"Rhodan’ s knuckl es
whi ned as he gripped the step switches of the four main drivers. Blinking control lights
i ndicated a 180 degree reversal of the field tubes. In the mddle of the turning
manoeuvre, the ship sprang into nmaxi numflight Rhodan’s face was drawn tight. Reginald
Bell was the first to conprehend. His hoarse cry of warning rang through the radi o cons.
Only the two Arkonides continued to rejoice. But after a few nonents, Khrest drew back
fromthe hypercomuni cator, deeply disturbed."No contact!" he cried out. "The main
computer brain of the battleship should have responded at once to ny valid code signal. |
don’ t understand. Wat—=

"Haven't you realized yet that your Arkonide battleship is not nanned by Arkoni des?"
Bell shouted inpatiently."The spaceship is turning about, opening fire on the Ferronian
defence line," came the voice of the nmnutant Ralf Marten, who had taken over the
det ect ors.

Rhodan coul d do nothing nore than he had al ready. The space giant, a product of the
suprene pinnacl e of Arkoni de technol ogy, |oomed up ponderously in the wake of the fleeing
Good Hope. In spite of its gargantuan size it arrived at an equal acceleration. Wen a
violet bolt of lightning shot out of the great, mmssive sphere, it was far too late to
dodge it. Wth the absolute velocity of light, the pulse ray was al nbst instantaneous.
The battleship's fire control officer had not given the tiny auxiliary ship the slightest
chance to escape. The titanic ray beam was of the highest focused intensity; yet its
cross-section nust have neasured a good 120 feet. If it had made a direct hit, the Good
Hope woul d have been converted into atomni zed gases. But they survived the deafening
cl amour of the glancing blow Crackling Iightning discharges cane fromthe coll apsing
def ence screen, which had no resistance to offer such ravening forces. Degraded now to a
nere speck of dust, the space sphere becane a hel pless plaything of a raging tidal wave
of energy that the giant battleship generated by its close pursuit.
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Perry Rhodan wat ched the indicators tell himthat alnost all machinery of the
auxiliary vessel was suddenly ceasing to function. The echoing clang of bul khead safety
hat ches cl osing al so indicated that even the glancing bl ow had been too nuch. Before
Rhodan was torn fromhis control seat he was aware of the force field nmain switch booning
over. It was designed, in case of a catastrophe, to switch all enmergency power into the
inertial absorbers. If this had not occurred, no |life could have continued to exist on
board the ship, which had been torn with such powerful force fromits course.

Maj or Deri nghouse, who had approached within nearly a nmle of the Good Hope in his
swift fighter as a result of the nother ship’s breaking manoeuvre, suddenly wi tnessed the
conversion of the space sphere into a hurling ball, as though it had been struck by a
bat. He was in the best position to observe that the weird energy beam had only gl anced
of f the | ower hem sphere of the hull; yet it left a bright white glow. The Arkon steel
nelted down |like butter in the piercing heat. distening netallic vapours billowed from
the underpart of the ship and threw a flaning conet’s tail of burning gases into its
wake. The bright gl eam of the defence screen was extingui shed-all he could see was that
white gl owi ng underhull.He called desperately to Rhodan and others of the crew on board
the Good Hope, but there was no answer. It was all he could do to followthe ill fated,
reeling hulk that fled fromthe terrible punishnment it was taking. Far ahead glided the
spherical super giant, its weapon turrets flaring destruction. It was transforning the
semorderly Ferron defence line into a scattering confusion of dodging, panic driven
shapes, which were being decinmated by the terrible onslaught of this i measurably
superior firepower.

It spelled a death blow for the Ferrons. Wite faced and dry eyed, Deringhouse stared
at the visiscreen of his fighter. The Good Hope was racing toward the ninth planet, the
nortal scar on its hull still glowing fiery red.

"Apparently they must have survived that hit," said Captain Klein's voice over the
intercomfromthe second fighter ship. "Let's wait it out. That was only a flesh wound.
If I have to | can try to anchor onto the upper launch tube. They're only travelling at
thirty percent of light speed.”

"A flash wound?" Deringhouse | aughed bitterly. "Were in the devil did this space
nonster cone fronP" Suddenly, there it was, with no warning at all. Come on, close in.
They' re flying straight toward the planet!”

CHAPTER 8

The Good Hope required eight hours to conplete the journey with its two remaining
utility drivers. It would have gone faster if the badly damaged inertial neutralizers had
been working. Since they were out of action, deceleration was linited to the absorption
capacity of the intermttently operating projectors.

The entrance into the thick atnosphere of the ninth planet was like a high dive into
wat er. Rhodan was forced to subject the crew to an extrenely high G decel eration, because
the inertial forces generated could no | onger he absorbed. Al so, he had to pour on the
rough retropul sion fast, because at first contact with the air nolecules the recoil and
shock field projectors ceased to function.

So it was that the auxiliary craft hurtled downward through the thickening air masses
like a glowing neteor. If the antigrav units had al so given up the ghost, undoubtedly the
Good Hope woul d have been violently shattered. It was barely possible to break the fall
of the al nost weightless vessel, but the landing conpleted their disaster. The gear on
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the hull’s underside had been destroyed. During the wearisonme decel eration they had not
dared to attenpt repairs because aside from high tenperatures deadly gamm radiati ons had
been detected emanating fromthe injured area. The fact remained that in the fraction of a
second out there the Good Hope had becone a hopel ess weck. There could he no further

t hought about faster than |ight space travel now. The hyperconverters, indispensable to
the generation of a protective warp field, were totally destroyed. Repair crews in
protective suits had found only fused clunps of nmetal |ater when they broke into the
converter conpartment. O her gear might have been returned to a workabl e condition, but
the essential equi pnent was beyond hope.

Even before Perry Rhodan entered the at nosphere under Chaktor’s gui dance, he was
aware of the incontrovertible fact that he had beconme a prisoner of the Vega
system Following their landing in the ninth planet’s main city, they were very frigidly
received by the Ferroni an space officers. The precaution was taken to renove the badly
damaged Good Hope fromthe unprotected landing field. Nowit lay in a deep bunker, the
nost practical place that could he found on this distant world, still cooling slowy and
popping like an iron. Kl ein and Deringhouse nmade perfect landings in their swift space
fighters, but Perry sent them back up to cover the returning Ferronian fleet’s |anding,
since he considered this much contribution to the defence as indi spensable. After
Deri nghouse reported over hyperwave that the strange giant battleship had cl osed ranks
with the Topidian invasion fleet, a cold smle touched his lips. Fromthen on he didn't
have much to say. They found thensel ves on a strange world anong alien peopl e who seened
to regard the heavy danage to the Good Hope with strongly nixed feelings. Dr. Haggard's
psychol ogi cal analysis of the situation was superfluous. Rhodan well knew that the
initial stormof enthusiasmfor himand the valiant Good Hope had been toned down
conspi cuousl y. Chaktor, the Ferron they had fished out of the void, sat sonbrely in the
control room Bell and the technicians were there, trying to nake at | east the nore
essential controls functional. Khrest seemed to be inwardly broken. He sat in a corner,
dull and apathetic. Thora, nore sensitive than the Arkoni de scientist, struggled against
an incipient nervous breakdown.

The nmutants hovered about, attenpting to evaluate the situation. Ralf Marten, who
possessed the nost unusual gifts anong the group, probed the imrediate and nore distant
surroundi ngs. He had been sitting for about an hour in one of the control seats as though
entranced. Fromtine to tinme he reveal ed what he had seen and heard through the eyes and
ears of the Ferron leaders. It seenmed that the general nood in relation to the | anded
hunmans was not nal evol ent. There was nerely a general disillusionnment after their initial
faith in the Good Hope had cone to such an abrupt end. The telepaths confirned Marten's
findings.In view of this, Rhodan finally issued instructions to return the fighter robots
to their conpartnment. Reginald Bell emerged fromthe narrow nanhol e of the energency
stairs. The antigrav lifts had ceased to function. Cursing softly, Bell peeled hinself
out of the heavy protective suit and reached imediately for a cigarette. Meanwhil e,
those present in the control room had devel oped the inpression that Perry Rhodan had
changed into a silent dreaner. He had hardly spoken a word, after issuing the orders
concerni ng the robots.

Now he rai sed his head. Thoughtfully, he got up fromthe control chair. d ances were
exchanged al | around.

" Sol ?"
The single word seened to hang in the air, threatening trouble.

Bel | shrugged his shoul ders. He ground out the barely lit cigarette under his heel.
"Fi ni shed, ~ he said, with no trace of enotion on his broad face. "W’ve done what we

could. That ray beam fromthe super giant did us in. I'mfinally graspi ng what Khrest
al ways meant when he insisted on calling this an auxiliary boat. Against a real
battl eship we couldn’t show any teeth at all, and we always thought we had a powerfu

fighting instrunent in our hands."

"W had enough teeth to put the Topides in their place."
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Granted, but we woul d have been a ridicul ous nonentity agai nst Arkonide cruisers. And
if you bunp into a superclass battleship with ray beans bigger than the Good Hope itself,
then."He interrupted hinmself with a harsh |augh. After a noment he concluded curtly. "So,
what is there left to say about it? W' re stuck. It’s a real mracle that we were able to

land at all. The pul se drive system needs a conpl ete overhaul. Hyperjunps are no | onger
possi bl e. Since the Ferrons don’t know anything about the principle, maybe we'll have to
stay in the Vega systemforever. To put it mldly, this is the worst blow that the Third
Power has been hit with to date. Qur hypertransnmtter is still working. We’re repairing
the power source. At least with that we'll be able to send a report to Earth. It'|I] be up
to Col onel Freyt now whether Terra remains strong and unified or not. In spite of our own
di sgraceful luck, at |east our people will be able to conplete the new ships. It's

possi ble with good conditions that they could pick us up in about two years."

"It'’s a tenpting idea and well taken, but it’'s untenable," Perry advised with granite
calm "The new ships will never fly w thout our own special know edge."Bell suddenly
| ooked crestfallen. An oppressive silence pervaded the control room Only the special
robots continued their repair work undistractedly. The incapacitated detection system had
to be put back in service as quickly as possible.

"I sense strong excitement in neighbouring space," announced Betty Toufry. She sat
with closed eyes and continued speaking. "Very great consternation anong the Ferrons.
Confused thought streanms. A very high ranking person seens to have abandoned them"

" Abandoned?" Rhodan stressed the word, as though it m ght have several connotations.
"Can you furnish any specific data?"

"No. Their thoughts are too confused—all worked up. There is a nood of panic."

"Marten, see if you can grab on to a cogni zant Ferroni an consci ousness—sonebody in
the area she's tal king about. Betty, work with him Marshall, plug yourself into this,
too. "Bet ween Rhodan and Bell, the air began to shimer. Tel eportationi st Tako Kakuta
appeared. His small child s face showed the first synptonms of exhaustion. Since the
| andi ng he had been flitting about continually."There is chaos on the whole planet," he
reported. "But it looks like the Topides are avoiding a direct attack—fust a few recon
ships in wide orbit. The planet is young, Earth climate, still only sparsely settled.
There are oceans, nountains, and wide plains. Just like at home. This city is called
Jugnor, the only large settlenment on the planet of Rofus. The main space port is here,
but there are hardly any Ferronian ships left. Alnpobst all of them have taken off. Only a
few damaged units are |lying about the countryside. Any further orders, Chief?"

"Take a breather, Tako," Rhodan murnmured pensively. "You |look tired. For the tine
being we couldn't care | ess what our surroundings look |ike. This planet is probably |ike
10, 000 others of the sane type. It’'s strange, but |'mgradually beginning to think in
cosmc terns." He | aughed, then added cryptically. "No nore extracurricular activities,
Take. 1’1l soon have to send you on sone difficult mssions."Only Reginald Bell detected
the nuances in Rhodan’s voice. He seened to be listening to his own inner sensors.
Finally he | ooked up and his eyes narrowed. Dryly, he whispered, "You re cooking
sonmet hing, old man!"A hypertransm ssion report canme in. Myjor Deringhouse appeared on the
vi siscreen. It spared Rhodan fromgiving Bell a direct answer.

"We're standing close to the central planet," cane Deringhouse's filtered voice. "The
| ast Ferroni an defence |ine has been snashed. W’ ve destroyed ten Topidi an ships, but now
Big brother out here is beginning to give us the | ook. He seens to think maybe we're a
hit too playful. Wat shall | do, sir? He's turning our way—+ have himon the survey
sensors. Shall | attack?"

"You've lost your marbles," replied Rhodan. "Set down inmedi atel y—full power! Mke a

di version path like a pretzel, and don't you let that gorilla swipe you with a ray bean
| still have plans for you, buddy, so get down here on the double!"
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"Sir, that won't make friends and i nfluence people in Ferronialand. Qur two fighters
are worth a hundred of their egg crates! Maybe it sounds corny, but we've becone the
backbone of the Ferronian fleet!"

"You and Klein pull out of there. Wien that battleship | oses interest in you, naybe
you can return. In the nmean tine, disappear. How do things |ook to you on the eighth
pl anet ?"

"The Topi des have started | anding operations, but it’s not a planetwide blitz—their
attacks are only against obvious mlitary defence centers. The cities are being spared.
We can count the nuclear blasts down there—none of it very strong."Rhodan swtched off.
The situation had devel oped as he had suspected. He smiled grimy. "I had a good hunch in
not | anding us on Ferrol —+that’'s becone the hot spot now. Those |izards are |anding
there—they' re going to knock it into line, Topide style, and then strike out at the
colonial planets. So for the present, we have a sanctuary. Wat’'s the matter with hi n?"He
| ooked across at Chaktor. The blue skinned Ferron stood in front of the short range
vi si phone and carried on an obvi ously excited conversation with another man of his race.

Betty Toufry put herself in rapport with them Khrest remained in his state of dul
apathy, the victimof ultimte resignation

For the tinme being it seened that no untoward event was to be expected, at |east not
here. Deri nghouse supported this consensus by reporting excitedly that the giant
battl eship had turned its attention fromthe small space fighters and was apparently set
for a landing on planet nunber eight.

"W weren't faster than they were, just nore ninble and frisky. | am continuing
reconnai ssance."At this nonment Rhodan switched suddenly fromhis apparent lethargy to his
old self, galvanized for decisive action

"Khrest!"

The sharply spoken word brought the Arkonide abruptly out of his stupor. He | ooked
into a pair of eyes that glistened with hard deci sion

"Before you get lost in yourself, 1'd like to request a bit of information. Are you
certain that that space nonster is actually a space battleship of your own race?"

"Naturally," Khrest answered. "Qherw se, nothing could have conquered us."

"It isn't logical that Arkonides would take part in or give support to an invasion by
nonhumans. Therefore, the ship nust be manned by Topi des. One snall question—how did
those freaks get hold of a ship that is the nost powerful class of battlewagon in the
whol e inperial fleet?"Khrest shrugged hel plessly. He seened to have no answer. Thora
stared blankly at the wall.

"There are two possibilities," Rhodan continued. "Either the battl eship has gone over
to the Topides under control of decadent Arkonide officers or it was sinply captured.
Consi dering the carel essness and | ethargy of your people, God knows that woul dn't be
surprising! In either case, however, the further question arises—-how can the Topi des
manage to handl e the conpl ex Arkonide instrunents and equi pnent with such an expert
touch? Captive Arkoni des have handed over their know edge."

"That is an insult!" said Thora.

"I"'mrecalling our own experiences with you. You were in trouble yourselves, and so

you trained us. The main difference is that you fell into the hands of humans, not
Topides. Thora, | want you to start training our nmen i nmedi ately."She drew herself up
haughtily. He noved over to the Ferron, who was still speaking excitedly into the

vi si phone. On the screen, in addition to Chaktor's countrynman, a |large vaulted hall was
vi si bl e."Wat training are you tal ki ng about ?" asked the Arkoni de wonman, amazed. Khrest's
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features tautened. Bell grinned knowi ngly. He knew his former captain |like a book. For
Rhodan there was no such concept as "inpossible."

"Seven of ny nmen were killed in our recent skirm sh. Therefore, in your capacity as a
former cruiser commander, you will see to it that the forty-three surviving crewren are
pl aced in readiness to operate the nost essential control units of a super battl eship—er
are they manageabl e by only one person?”

"I mpossible! In spite of a high level of automation, at |east three hundred fully
trai ned people are mandatory. You are insane! You sinply can't—

"I shall, and what’s nore—soon," Perry interrupted. "O did you assune that | was
going to spend the rest of ny life on a planet of the Vega systen? Ferroni an spaceshi ps
are limted to light speed and are therefore of no interest to us. W could probably
never unsnarl lizard logic sufficiently to figure out the Topi de system of hypertravel
So the only choice remaining is to dig into that Arkonide battleship, where we'd
eventual Iy have a chance of understanding its operation. We're going to take the whol e
hog. You will start the training without delay. Thank you."That was all. Al persons
present exchanged significant glances. Only the two Arkoni des remai ned troubl ed and
conf used.

Finally, Thora half whispered, "Has it occurred to you that the battleship has
probably | anded on the eighth Planet by now?"

A fleeting ironic smle touched Rhodan’s lips. "lI'mstarting on that problemnow, " he
said softly. "Have you noticed a few background details in that visiphone screen that
Chaktor is talking into? Take a | ook at those heavy, pillar-shaped pieces of equi pnent
with the heavy duty cable connections. You should remenber that Khrest nentioned
somet hi ng about sone s-called matter transmitters the Ferroni ans have, which are able to
convert any kind of matter into energy and transmt it. Very well-what you see glinmrering
in those force fields may well be organic |ife!l"They becane aware of the dull, heavy
hunmi ng sound comi ng out of the | oudspeakers. Chaktor pointed excitedly at the screen and
shout ed several words at Betty Toufry.

She turned inmediately: "in his thoughts | see a high ranking personality. It’'s
getting clearer. He calls this high person ‘thort’—ts not a conmon nanme, but a title.
That's it—a title, like enperor or king, but it seens even nore than that The Thort is

the suprene ruler."

"They’ re abandoni ng a sinking ship," Rhodan nuttered with narrowed eyes. "Wnen and
children are also arriving. That neans the ruling famly has nade an exodus fromtheir
besi eged honme planet to seek refuge here. Things are getting interesting."Chaktor
addressed himin great perturbation.

Betty paraphrased from his consciousness: "The Thort requests an inmedi ate conference
with you, The chief of the Ferronian fleet gave hima conplete report hours ago. The
Thort has been given exact details of our participation, including our getting shot down.
You won’t have to take up tinme explaining all that."Wereas Rhodan restricted hinself to
a thoughtful clearing of the throat, Bell gasped in sudden excitenent "Good Lord! If the
suprene ruler hinself has clinbed into a transmtter just to talk to you, that really
means sonet hi ng! These people are way out ahead of hunankind on Earth If you can wangle
a good deal out of him WMan! Save your credit cards!"

"There's the slight detail of getting back to Earth first," Rhodan retorted. "Ri ght
now we're going to keep up the role of superiority with these people. In fact, there’'s no
other choice if we don't want to pull a mmjor deception on these fell ows when their back
is to the wall. W and the Good Hope are apparently their |ast hope. Besides that.."Rhodan
paused to reflect a nonment, then said, "Besides that, there’'s an advantage in dealing
with people who are hard pressed and in retreat. In npbst cases you can approach themwith
reasonabl e argunents. Understand, | want the Thort here in the control roomeutside |I'm
not on as firma footing. Bell, plug in the automatic translator. W' re going to have to
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do sonething right away about |earning the Ferrons’ |anguage. Khrest can help out there
with a crash hypno course. W' ve got all we need already in the data banks of the
transl at or. " Rhodan | ooked at Chaktor, who seened to wither in awe of the situation.
Apparently this was the first tine in his life that he had been confronted with a chance
to be in the presence of the Thort.

"Take it easy, Perry," Bell cautioned. "This is the ruler of an entire planetary
system How can you tell hi m=Rhodan went over to the instantaneous translator, followed
by a flustered Chaktor. "Betty, nmake it clear to himthat the commander of this spaceship
requests the visit of the Thort in these quarters, because the equipnent is here to
overcone speech difficulties. The representative facilities are unfortunately not
portable."

The tel epath spoke over the translator to Chaktor, who inmediately transmtted the
information over the telecomin his own |anguage. It required only a few nonents before.
The Thort’'s acceptance was returned. An el der Ferron appeared on the visiscreen. "It is
Lossos, the leading Ferronian scientist," Betty announced.

Rhodan spoke softly into the command transmitter on his wist. In the cargo hold of
the ship, the Arkonide fighter robots awoke. Ponderous yet surprisingly agile, the
speci al aut omat ons stonped through the large cargo ranp into the open

Bel | rasped out an oath. "Wat the devil! Wat do you think you re doing!"
"Alittle psychology is all. W’ re nmaking an inpression," Rhodan advi sed him
"Marshal , you have a splendid uniform How | oud can you shout ?"

"I'f you want, | can bellow like a bull, Chief!"

"Then go out there on the ranp and take conmand of the robots. | want high
protocol the whole bit, with a full nilitary salute, although a few days ago | considered
such things as nonsense. There's a reason for it hare, and | want the Thort to be
received with all honours."The nutant di sappeared.
"If you get away with the introductions," sneered Thora, "what are you going to say
to the Thort? You are dealing with an advanced race of people."

"Natural ly. They know and can do nore than humans, ourselves excepted," Rhodan
admitted. "lI'mrequesting you urgently not to contradict me in what | tell them For the
Ferronians we will all be Arkoni des who have conme froma planet that is 34,000
light-years distant."

"As you please," she answered, sarcastically.

Rhodan adjusted his uniform Two fighter robots standing in the control room were
gi ven special instructions. The screen field projectors of the nighty pul se generators
began to shi mrer. The machi nes were ready for action.

Everyt hi ng nmust appear in working order," said Rhodan. "Bell, is the sinmultaneous
transl ator ready? Thank you. Betty, scrounge around in the suprene ruler’s consci ousness.
| want to know what kind of wheels are turning behind his words."The girl failed to
suppress a brief snile before she nodded her acqui escence.

The di stance between the | ocal transmitter roomand the Good Hope was apparently not
very great, because the Thort's party appeared quickly on the scene. Qutside they heard
Marshal | ' s bell owed command: "Pre-e-e-sent arns!" It was as though he were trying to be
heard throughout the planet. A deep roaring sound of a |landing ship was heard. In the sane
nmonent, on another screen, those in the control room observed the reaction of the robots
out si de. On conmand, their weapon arns raised up high in a precision salute. It was an
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i mpressive reception for the Thort and his entourage of high officers and officials.
Marshal | 's of ficious greeting and sal ute would have made General Pounder hinself respond
instinctively if he had been there. The Thort recognized the cerenony with both hands
extended in inperial salute. It was a magnificent spectacle. Then the party was signal ed
on board. Rhodan spoke swiftly to his conmpanions. "Gentlenen, never forget that you
represent the human race! Conport yourselves graciously but inpressively. Don't let the
Thort ever get the inpression that we feel inferior to him Bell, you do the reception
formalities and introductions here."

"Wl I, what or whom should | introduce you as?" Bell asked worriedly.

"As the ruler of the Third Power, sanme as if it were the Great Enpire itself. The
term‘President’ will mean as nmuch to himas anything else. It’'s as strange a word to him
as Thort is to us. Here he cones!"”

"How i npudent!" whi spered Thora.

Only Khrest began to smirk appreciatively. The top Arkoni de scientist seened now
fully aware of the strategy.

Rhodan stood notionlessly beside the translator. As Bell’'s formal announcenent and
i ntroduction enmerged fromthe | oudspeakers in the Ferronian | anguage, the Thort received
hi s next shock of surprise. He observed the ultradvanced translator nmachine wi th obvious
amazenment Rhodan exhibited a friendly smle, but it was essentially nore casual than
Bell's. Then the two intelligent beings fromw dely separated cultures stood facing each
ot her—+the Thort old, small, and drawn with worry and Rhodan tall, lean, and in comand of
every nerve fibre."You are welcone, sir. Wn't you be seated, please?"The two fighter
robots stepped silently between the two commanders. The fluorescing nuzzles of their
weapons renmi hed pointed at the ceiling. After taking a long | ook at them the Ferronian
ruler sat down in one of the control seats. Rhodan spoke a few nobre courteous words into
the translator for the sake of protocol

The Thort waited until he had finished. Wien his reply cane, it was extrenely brief
and surprising. This man surmi sed the significance of the denonstrati on he had w tnessed,
and he accepted the inplications. A though well aware of the alien differences between
his own kind and the hunan race, he gave full recognition to the fact that these aliens
had cone to the defence of the battle pressed Ferrons.

"Your spaceship is severely danmaged," cane the translation. "You know that we are
| ost without your help. Therefore, what can | do for you? My enpire stands at your
di sposal . Can your ship be repaired?”

The statenent was clear and unanbi guous, which didn't surprise Rhodan. The Thort
appeared to be anything but a weakling. Obviously, he was a strong, |ogical thinker. It
suited Rhodan’s character to be even nore brief and succinct. In this situation there
coul d be no mi sunderstandi ngs. Before he could answer, however, an announcenent came over
the hyperwave communi cator that the now fanous gi ant Arkoni de space sphere had | anded on
the eighth planet. Myjor Derringhouse was on t he hookup. Rhodan instructed himto
continue surveillance and to keep detailed reports conming in. Then he cut the connecti on.

"Was that one of the pilots of the small fighter ships?" one of the higher Ferronian
of ficers inquired excitedly.

Rhodan confirmed that it was.
"But how can the transm ssion operate that fast?"

"W have not only ultralight speed space travel, but ultra-speed visiphone
transm ssion. Distance is immterial."

When the translation came through, the officer |ooked at his conpanions in triunph
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Apparently he had expressed this theory to them and had been nmet with disbelief. Rhodan
coul d appreciate the inpact of these things on the Ferrons.

Fromthen on the officers remained very silent. The Thort continued to exam ne his
surroundi ngs with a penetrating eye.

"Sir, did you arrive here by neans of a matter transmtter?" Rhodan asked. He caught
a fleeting, strange reaction on the part of the blue skinned ruler.

"OF course. | was forced to leave the eighth world precipitately. Wiat do you know of
the transnitter? Do you know anything of its operating principle? To us it’'s the greatest
nystery of the universe."

"Absol utely nothing," Rhodan replied gently. He did not pursue the subject any
further. The Thort was disturbed enough. "Sir, you offered me your assistance. Yes, ny
ship is unflightworthy. You do not have the technol ogi es necessary to repair. It The
surprise shot we received fromthe battleship was a nortal wound."

"Then—+ nust resign nyself to being wthout you?"Rhodan saw the bl ue skinned features
of the other sag with despair. A dull pain of hopel essness was apparent in the deepset
eyes of the Ferron.

"By no nmeans!" he said. "It is nerely necessary that you place your transmtter
station at the disposal of nyself and ny people. You' ve just heard the report that the
supership has | anded on the eighth planet. You sinply have to nmake it possible for ne,
with the help of your transmitters, to land there in the quickest and nost unobserved
manner. |f that is not permissible, I'll have to take the nore conplicated alternative of
using ny two small fighter ships to get there."The Thort was astoni shed. Neverthel ess, he
i medi ately agreed to the request, followed by another question. What~ will you do there?
The pl anet is under eneny occupation."

"I will take the battleship. Then we will nake further plans." Rhodan said easily.
"As stated, this ship is no longer usable. | was on a short exploration trip, for which
this vessel was quite suitable. If | had suspected that a Topi de invasion was goi ng on, |
woul d have cone here with a fleet. I'’mvery sorry."Bell would have liked to at | east

clear his throat, but he controlled hinself. Excited interrogations followed. Rhodan

expl ained clearly who the Topi des were, where they canme from and their capabilities. The
Thort again pl edged every possi bl e assistance. Rhodan received perm ssion to use the
transnmitters. Then came the touchy question

"WIIl you be able to operate the supership?"
Rhodan replied calmy, "Sir, it is a battleship of ny own race."

This elicited a strong reaction anong the Ferrons. The officers froze. Only the Thort
remai ned calm Obviously, he was sel f-possessed and shrewd.

"But certainly it is not nanned by people of your race?"

"Naturally not. It’s a nmystery to me how the Topi des got possession of it. | am
urgently requesting that no pains be spared to bring ne a |iving Topide. Have you taken
any prisoners?"No, they had not been able to salvage a single Topid. However, one young
of ficer added that a Topidian |ifeboat had been shot down and had nmade an energency
landing in the north polar region. The Ferronian soldiers couldn't get near it because
the alien crew was equi pped with unknown superior weapons and their defence was

i mpenetrabl e. Rhodan did not hesitate. "Sir, | would like to have you transport two of ny
people to the |l anding place and have your troops draw back. | want those fellows alive."
"They have terrible weapons," interjected Lossos, the | eading Ferron scientist.

"Qurs are better. Sir, please issue the orders and furnish ny people with your
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fastest aircraft or a small spaceship. W have no tinme to | ose.”

Wil e the Thort issued instructions, Rhodan turned to search his own people carefully
with his eyes. Finally he said, "Tako Kakuta and Betty, get ready. Each of you take al ong
a psychoradi ator and convi nce those shot down Topides to cone out |ike good fellows from
under cover. | need the officers especially—there should be a few anong them Tako, in an
energency you could pop in behind them But just take care of yourself."The nutants
prepared thensel ves, Tako with a snmle and Betty with casual resignation

The Thort was startled. "But.how can those two manage to disarma heavily arnmed crew
like that?" The colour of his skin turned to a pastel blue. Rhodan noted that he was
agitated for the first tine."They are entirely adequate. W have forces and powers that
are unknown to you. Sir, is the transportation ready?" Tako wi nked and di sappeared. The
Thort sat down slowy.

"This is beyond ne," he whispered into the translator. "W are you? Were do you
come fron? You are a fearful people. Your capabilities seemto be unlimted."

Rhodan supplied themw th conplete details as to their origin, wthout, however,
maki ng any nmention of Earth. For the Ferrons they were all advanced Arkonides. And all
his assertions were unhesitatingly accepted.

Perry utilized the waiting period by finding out nore about the Ferrons. An excell ent
relati onship was gradually established with the Thort, whose office, as it was reveal ed,
was not inheritable. After his death a new Thort woul d have to be chosen from anong the
nost capable | eaders. There was little evidence of political intrigues. Rhodan perceived
a shining future for these people, but sonething undefinable seened to be m ssing.

After two hours, ship’s tine, Tako announced hinself over his portable
mcrotransmtter. "W have them Chief. Five |live ones, two of themofficers. It was no

sweat Betty located themfor nme, and | junped into working distance fromthem They
responded i medi ately to the psychic ray. We’ll be there in a half hour. This flier is
very fast"

"Now we shall see," said Rhodan in cold, inpersonal tones.

The Thort tensed. He suddenly | ooked upon this tall, lean man with a new perspective.
Al'l Rhodan’s former equaninity was gone; there was no nore of courteous protocol and
friendly formality."l am beginning to understand that in conparison to your high station
| mght best be considered a snmall provincial office holder," the Thort said. "Conmand ne
as you will—all | ask is that you help ny peopl e. "Rhodan had never been so deeply noved.
Bel | conpressed his lips tightly. Dr. Haggard struggled to conceal his own enbarrassnent.

CHAPTER 9

"When we’'re dealing with Topidian space officers," Khrest advised, "we nmust use the
I nter-Cosno | anguage, which is universal to all Systens of the Great Enpire. Each
Topidian officer nmust learn it of course, the instantaneous translator is automatically
programed to handle Inter-Cosnpb, so there will be no problemthere."Mnents |ater the
prisoners were brought in, conpletely under the dom nance of the nutant Kakuta's wll.
The deep posthypnotic effect of the psychic ray had changed theminto obedi ent
automat ons. Wth a sudden horrified outcry, the Thort rose fromhis chair. Never before
had he seen a Topi de, nor had anyone on Ferrol known exactly the physical nature of their
attackers.Instinctively, his officers drew their weapons. They carried excellent ray
guns, operating on the principle of ultra-high intensity lIight quanta. The creatures who
entered the control roomin their passive state were | ooking at a bristling array of
needl e bore ray nuzzles.
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After a slow, deep breath, Rhodan said carefully, "Please put your weapons away—t
m ght precipitate an accident. Your people are edgy, Your Excellency. Please advise them
that | will take care of the security here."The Thort transnmitted the order. The small
ray guns went back to their hol sters.

The cross exam nation of the prisoners proceeded in the damaged control room Doctors
Haggard and Manoli were nonmentarily absent while procuring certain nedical equiprment from
the infirmary. There could be no doubt that these intelligences were strictly nonhunan
Nor coul d anyone refute the obvious fact that they had evolved froma reptilian phyl um of
the tree of life. Rhodan exani ned them very thoroughly. They wore close fitting uniforns
that enphasi zed the unusually sl ender formof their physiques. Rhodan made a signal for
Thora and Betty to |l eave the room He used the Inter-Cosno translator.

"The Topidian officer on the left will disrobe.and hurry it up!" he said. Then, to
Tako Kakuta and John Marshall, keep your feelers out and watch his thought processes for
ne. " Tako focused the fanned out beam of the psycho weapon on the indicated Topidi an
officer. Wth unusually agile novenents, the latter began to renove his uniform

Rhodan cl anped his nouth tight in order to suppress the sanme horrified outcry that
the Ferronian ruler had nade. Here for the first tinme was a revelation that the returning
doctors woul d no doubt be able to verify.

"My God!" whispered Dr. Haggard, his forehead reddening with shock. | had not
considered this!"

"Dress yourself again," Rhodan ordered curtly, through the translator. "Bell Betty
and Thora can cone back now. The thing is finished. Tako, switch to mass hypnosis. G ve
them a standing order to answer every question with absolute truthful ness."Wile Tako
converted the psychic ray and adnini stered the hypnotic instruction, Rhodan took one | ast
searching | ook at the alien figures. Although they possessed two arns and two | egs and
wal ked erect, they were not even humanoi d. They were oxygen breathers, but there the
simlarity to hunmans ceased. Their dark brown scaly skin was enough in itself to confirm
this, and Rhodan didn’'t care to speculate on their netabolic processes. Their lizard
skulls were hairless, broad, and low, their wide, thin |lips were needl e-toothed, and
their large, startlingly protruding eyeballs possessed i ndependent novenent |ike those of
chanel eons. The intense light of the Vega systemwas probably a strain for them Their
enornous intelligence was no canouflage for the fact that they were of a totally inhuman
character with utterly alien concepts of tolerance, ethics, and norality. The idea of
synpat hy or conpassi on was unknown to them On the other hand they possessed ot her
principles or concepts of ethic that, to humans and Ferrons alike, were strange and in
some ways ridiculous. One could only negotiate with these six fingered descendants of
reptiles on the basis of the nobst extrenme caution. As Khrest had expl ained, treaties and
ot her agreenents nmade with them never retained validity for |ong.

Rhodan began a cross exami nation of one of the two officers. The prisoner answered in
perfect Inter-Cosno and dispelled any | ast doubts of his identity. Alter a few routine
guestions, Rhodan turned quickly to the core of the problem

"You have told us that your ship was shot down by a small Arkonide space fighter near
pl anet eight. You are the commander, so you nust know where that inperial class Arkonide
battl eship came from so suddenly. How did your people obtain possession of it? Wwo is
manning it? Are there Arkoni des on board?"

"They were killed," explained the officer in dull tones. H's great eyes were unseeing
and waxen whil e under the continuing influence of the psychic ray.

"We captured the battleship on Topid. It had |landed there to obtain fresh water. The

crew was asl eep and we overpowered the guards with gas. W forced the Arkonides to train
us. The battleship is the spinal colum of our fleet"
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The expl anation was nore or |ess stammered out, interrupted by nuch cross
guestioning. Finally, Rhodan had | earned enough. He allowed the prisoners to be taken
away by Ferron guards.

"I't would have been nmuch nore interesting to learn why they chose the Vega system for
their attack. That fellow didn't seemto have any idea. The chief admiral of their fleet
shoul d know. Wat’'s his name?"

"Chrekt-Orn," answered the Arkonide scientist. "It’s a well-known nanme, apparently a
fast rising personality among the Topi des. He should be watched."As soon as the | ast
Topi de had been led fromthe room Rhodan i mredi ately nade contact with Mjor
Derringhouse. The two fighter pilots were already on their return flight to the ninth
pl anet. The Thort listened attentively to the conversation

"All's quiet along the whole line," reported Deringhouse. "The battl eship has | anded
on a supersized landing field. There is hardly any nore resistance to the invasion. On
the ground there are sonme hard battles going on, but the Ferrons won't be able to hold.
In the space sector | have in front of me there’s not a trace of an eneny ship. They have
concentrated their forces exclusively on the main planet. About 150 of the defeated
Ferronian fleet, large ships and snall, are together with us on the return flight. W
can’t cone in any faster or we'll | eave them behind. So we'll be taking |onger than
usual, sir. And man, were pooped out!"Derringhouse waited for sonme nonents on the space
voice comfor an answer, and finally Rhodan said, "They apparently don’t need any cover
just now, so don't wait for them Pour on the gas and get here on the double. Are your
fighter ships danmaged?"

"Cl ean as a whistle—except Klein got a light side swipe froma ray cannon; just
snudged up his polish job a bit." Derringhouse’'s broad, freckled face broke into a grin.
Seeing the Thort on his com scene he nodded to himcasually. Rhodan smiled to hinself,
then cut the communication."My nmen are ready, sir," he said, turning to the Thort. "If
you will kindly arrange to have theminstructed concerning the operation of the
transmtters, |1'Il be much obliged."The Thort replied, "I nust say goodbye to you now,
but shortly you will be contacted by the chief engineer of a secret desert fort. This is
a subterranean fortress that was created at a tine when various branches of ny race were
divided. It nay be advisable to fly your damaged ship to that |ocation. The | ocal
transnmtter has to be di sconnected, because it is coupled directly with ny pal ace. MWy
peopl e there are not going to be able to hold out nmuch | onger, and that would nean a
possi bl e undesirabl e use of the equi pnment by the aliens. So you understand you won't be
able to use the equi pment that is here. However, the desert fortification also possesses

a serviceable installation. |I'Il take care of the matter imediately.” Wth that, the
suprene rul er of the Vegan system departed."Good—this present matter is arranged," said
Rhodan. "Khrest, | want you to cal culate power and direction for a direct beamto Earth
over the hypertransmitter. 11l put the text of the nessage into the coder. | want this

speech to be sent on a very high frequency scranmbler—at frequent intervals, since Col one
Freyt nust not under any circunstances acknow edge the signal, due to the danger of
aliens’ detecting the beam For the personnel of the Good Hope, a | ong needed period of
rest began. As Rhodan wal ked slowy toward his cabin, he was hailed by Reginald Bell, who
| ooked tired.

"I"ve been thinking," he said, "that if we get a chance we should dig into the
nmystery of the matter transmtters while we're working with theml’'ve just conme from
their control lab. Those things are enornmous and they seemto have ultralight speed
capability. Don't you think that's sonething the Third Power could use?"Rhodan chuckl ed.
Resi gnedly, Bell clenched his eyes shut as the conmander sighed, "Friend, while you are
cooking up the idea |'ve already taken care of it. Wiy do you think I nmade such a big
t hi ng about using the nmachi nes? W coul d have squeezed four of us into the space fighters
to get to planet eight, right? Anyway, it’'s sleep tinme. Wien your eyes behol d the shining
glory of Vega tonorrow, you will have a few things to attend to."Rhodan di sappeared. As
Bell turned heavily to go to his own cabin, he swore softly to hinself.

No, Rhodan was not the kind of man who ever overlook a thing that in its end effect
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coul d serve nmankind. But even a fool hardy devil like Bell had to admt that it couldn't
be the easiest thing in the world to snatch that Arkonide battleship. Yet it had to be
done. Before anything else could be planned or hoped for, a position of strength had to
be achi eved. Ni ght descended on the ninth planet of the Vega system Space was as enpty as
if no Topide had ever appeared. Only the stars were there, but they were eternal.
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