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1/ SOVEONE ALWAYS CGETS | T ON THE DAWN PATROL

Shrill whistling.

Thundering reverberati ons.

Vai n thoughts of beginning their flight under nore confortable circunstances were
knocked out of their heads by the nerve-wacking jolt of the ejection, which they
suffered with stoic calm

Shooting out of the airlocks, they were dealt double blows: physical and nental.

It wasn't until they switched on the powerful pulse drive engines, shifted the tiny
fighter spaceships to full thrust and set the automatic pilots for their destination that
they could at |ast rel ax.

Approaching the speed of light they were hurtling in free fall through the i mense
pl anetary system of a star which, according to the reliable evidence of the astrononers,
was twenty-seven |ight-years away from Earth.

The three astronauts weren't the sort to question too often the purpose or reason for
an order. This patrol flight seemed necessary; so why worry about it?

S-7, the huge spaceship which was their base and which the formation had just left,
renmai ned in a standby position near the thirty-eighth planet of the col ossal Vega sun.
The docks of S-7 were wi de open and the gui de-beam projectors manned by dependabl e
friends. It would be strictly routine to return to the nother ship after they'd
acconplished their task, then to enjoy the pleasant regularity of a well-run service.

The team of three had been sent on a |ong journey. They were outstandi ng nen who had
seen the expanse of the Vega solar systemclose-up by an inprobabl e accident.

Maj or Deri nghouse acted as commander of the space pilots who had al ready taken part
in nore than fifty attacks agai nst the odd-shaped spaceshi ps of an alien race.

They had taken off with a certain feeling of confidence. They didn't give a thought
to the dangers which they undoubtedly had to face in the vicinity of the fortieth planet.
They relied on the high acceleration potential of their |ightening-fast pursuit ships, on
their steady nerves and - last but not |east - on the pul se-energy cannons situated in
t he needl e noses of their crafts.

They' d been stretched out for alnpbst twelve hours in their reclining pilot seats when
the automatic scanner | ocked onto the fortieth planet. Then they cane alive.

Four of the six nmoons were clearly and unni stakably recogni zabl e. The fourth noon had
just begun to appear from behind the giant sphere which lowed in a reddish light. This
world was in the outernost regions of the Vega system and it was, for this reason, dying
and uninhabited. It barely received any warnmth fromthe rays of its sun, which was a
nm ghty atom ¢ furnace, the biggest star in the northern sky, as seen from Earth.

Calverman, the tall, black astronaut with the |ogical brain and instantaneous
reactions of a positronic computer, had, strangely enough, noticed the danger |ast.

When the shrill screamuttered by Rous reached himover the telecom Calverman's
engi ne already resenbled an atonic torch spitting bolts of Iightning.

He was hanging on, janmed in his narrow cockpit filled with hot gases and steam Hi s
space hel net, which he'd flipped back on his shoulders in order to be nore confortable,
snapped shut in its nagnetic collar locks with a hard click, triggered by the autonatic
pressure-equal i zation device.

Now Cal verman's spacesuit was | ocked hernetically. Everything had begun to work
perfectly, only Calverman's body failed, as did the nost essential elenent of his space
fighter, the advanced pul se-drive engine with its trenendous power. As a consequence, his
heavi ly damaged craft gyrated crazily and drifted nore and nore toward the fortieth
pl anet, already so close that its gravity began to take effect.

The automatic pilot of the machi ne was knocked out. The air-conditioning and
energency generator ceased to function. Only the two visi phones kept operating on
separate circuits, powered by special batteries provided for such a disaster.

The tenperature in Sergeant Calverman's cabin rose, a few m nutes after he was
struck, to 5,800°F, which was hot enough to incinerate himinstantly w thout his special
spacesuit.

However, because of his suit, he hardly noticed the heat, especially as the hull of
his fighter didn't retain it long but radiated it quickly into the vacuum of space.

An inferno was ragi ng behind the hel pl ess astronaut.

Meanwhi | e, Maj or Deringhouse and Sergeant Rous were grinmly defending thensel ves,
trying to save their skins. As long as it was possible for themto correctly utilize the
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structural advantages of their tiny, ultra-fast and extrenely agile space-fighters, there
was practically nothing that could happen to them except, as had been Cal verman's

m sfortune, an accidental hit fromone of the countless ray-cannons of the eneny which
energed so unexpectedly out of hyperspace.

Maj or Deri nghouse - young, wiry and tall - sat with his back to the arnour plate
shield which protected himfromthe radiation in his engine conpartnent.

Basically his machine sinply consisted of a | ong torpedo-shaped shell which
contained, in addition to the snmall cockpit, only the powerful engine and auxiliary
conmponents. It was not built to give the lonely pilot |uxurious accommpdati ons or even
sanitary confort.

These machi nes were nothing nmore nor | ess than weapon-bristling, stinging space wasps
which were carried on board | arger spaceships to occasionally execute special tasks, the
nost inportant being reconnai ssance of space sectors when unsafe for the big vessels to
proceed.

Maj or Deri nghouse no | onger solely relied on the screen of his automatic radar.

Wher ever he | ooked, the area was suddenly swarm ng with eneny units which had | eaped
recklessly into the planetary system of Vega, thus achieving total surprise. Spaceships
approaching in fifth-di mensional hyperspace sinply couldn't be detected in tine.

It was sheer coincidence that Deringhouse and his snall teamwere at exactly the sane
poi nt where the armada of the nonhuman Topi des energed from hyper-space into the nornal
uni ver se.

Agai n and again the ray beans shot toward Deringhouse al nbst with the speed of |ight.
These aliens aimed with precision, a fact which Rhodan had | earned fromthe excellent
firing equi pnment of previously captured eneny craft. Deringhouse had no ot her choice that
to call off his attack inmrediately and to change his course with howing and flam ng
starboard jets.

He coul d see Sergeant Rous's face on the small screen of the telecom It was white as
chalk. His bloodless lips resenbled two thin lines, distorted into waves by the mrror
ef fect of the transparent visor of his space hel net.

Rous's position was about six hundred miles behind the group | eader. Bright points of
light emanating fromthe Topidi an super spaceships flickered ahead, above and bel ow.

The Topi de commander seened to consider the three space-fighters as annoying flies,
even though they had al ready knocked out three Topidian cruisers. The burned- out
Topi di an wrecks, hit by pul se-energy shots, drifted |ike Calverman's fighter in the
direction of the fortieth planet. The enornous gravitational force of the giant world was
negligible for intact ships but not for units which had conpletely lost their propul sion
notors. More-over, the velocity of such ships was nmuch too | ow to conpensate for the
increasing gravity with the kinetic force of high speed.

Cal verman' s nachine, too, followed this law. Naturally, it hadn't been Deringhouse's
intention to rush by the noons near the speed of light, because his nission was to probe
t hem

Deri nghouse had taken sone chances. It was known that the opponent had constructed
fortified bases on the six satellites of the fortieth planet. At |east they'd begun to do
so as was denonstrated by the reinforcenents which popped out so suddenly from
hyper space.

At the nonent of the hyperspatial surprise, Deringhouse knew that the news of this
occurrence had to reach the waiting nmother ship and the chief of its daring expedition -
Perry Rhodan.

However, the mmjor's thoughts were of necessity concentrating only on survival. The
eneny knew no nercy.

Deri nghouse noticed a high shrieking noise in the weak energy bubbl e which protected
hi s machi ne.

The ray blast froma barely visible giant ship, registered in the |ast second, nust
have possessed the energy of a miniature sun

"Too slow, rmuch too slow,' the speaker bellowed. The faster-than-light Arkonide
tel ecom even now transnitted perfectly and clearly. The higher order of its inpulses was
not affected by static or other normal disturbances.

"I"'mstuck in the biggest nmess you ever sawl' Rous kept shouting. 'They' Il get ne
yet! The line of fire is getting nore accurate. Wiat now?'

Deri nghouse spun his nachi ne around again. Because of his evasion tactics he could
barely get in a shot.
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Rous heard his nuffled groan and then his strai ned words:

"You better stay where you are. If you try to push out, they'll catch you. W can't
accelerate at a fast enough rate to escape their accurate shooting. Wiat's Cal doi ng?'
"He's in a tailspin. Going down to Nunber Forty. | can hardly see himanynore.'

Deri nghouse | ooked around. The furious roaring of his generators clearly indicated
the threat that the inertia forces of his wild nanoeuvres could no | onger be absorbed. He
was sure that he'd already exceeded the performance Iimt a fewtines. If the
shock-absorbing installation quit as a result of excessive |oads, he'd be torn to atons
in his next evasive turn. This was a | aw of physics which a relatively weak organi sm
couldn't ignore without peril.

The Topi di an ships were optically recogni zabl e on the scanner screens only when their
rotating armed turrets were flashing. However, it took seconds, or even ninutes, for the
light to arrive. They had | eaped into the Vega systemat long intervals in order to
mninmze the danger to thensel ves.

The maj or's voice cane through: 'Let's scraml Direction Vega, but not too fast.
Change your course constantly and steer nmanually. Automatic manoeuvres could be too
easily calculated. |-!"'

He heard Rous scream This tinme sonething flam ng and shining which | ooked endl ess
came shooting obliquely fromabove. It was al nost as fast as |ight and, for this reason,
could be seen only at the |last nonent.

The energy detector lost its useful ness under these circunstances.

Deri nghouse once again pulled up his machine with his forward jets. At his noderate
speed of barely three thousand mles per second, relatively tight curves of escape were

still possible. Tight - for a space-fighter pilot who was used to flight curves with a
radi us of 120,000 miles. At still higher velocities a radius of mllions of mles was
common.

Here in the seenmingly infinite enpty space di stances | ost their meanings. They shrank
until they becane negligible at top velocity.

There was a signal fromthe major's sensors. The Characteristic outline of a Topidian
ship appeared on the snall visiscreen, no larger than a hand. It was |ong, pencil thin
and showed a bulging ring around its centre. Deringhouse knew that the eneny, thinking in
non- human terns, had installed the engines and the nost inportant nachinery in these
central extrusions. Humans and t he humanoi d Arkoni des preferred the arrangenent in the
aft deck. But the intelligent defendants of a reptilian race figured differently.

The positronic mcrobrain on board his vehicle functioned with unbelievable
swi ftness. The distance was neasured, the velocity of the ray-beam was conputed and the
| ead determined, all in the fraction of a second. O herwise it would have been quite
i mpossi ble for Deringhouse to find his target, since his foe also had a speed of
approxi mately three hundred niles per second and was, noreover, flying in another plane
in space.

When the green | anp blinked, Deringhouse, scream ng mndl essly, doggedly pressed the
firing button of the outsize pul se-energy cannon. The weapon was really rmuch too big and
powerful for his small pursuit ship.

Still screaming, he shut his eyes as they were blinded by the dazzling glare of the
pul se-ray as it shot fromhis strange cannon with an infernal roar.

He didn't notice the lightning fast whoosh of the spontaneously rel eased and
uniformy directed atonic forces whose concentrated i npact contained the heat of a sun

The ship he'd detected was only twenty thousand niles away, a ridiculously short
di st ance.

The viol ent shaking of his fighter had not yet died when his blow snashed its target
wi th deadly precision. Deringhouse sinply observed a brightly gl ow ng point which
nushroonmed wi th breathtaking speed into a shining energy cloud.

Rous' s bell owi ng was i nconprehensible. It was the mad, hilarious screanming of a
wounded man who, at the tine, could think only of escape and safety.

Deri nghouse skirted the fringes of the gas ball. There was nothing left to be seen of
the Topidian ship except this artificial nminiature sun

A hurricane raged in his protective screen, forned by fifth-di nensional energy units.

When he passed by with blinded eyes and saw the deep, black void again, he had to
dodge once nore.

Sergeant Rous was behind him Seconds |ater he was passing himw th blasting jets.
Deri nghouse realized that he'd succeeded in breaking away when he scored the last hit.
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Wth quick reflexes he pushed the lever of his pulse-drive engine full speed ahead. Only
the vastly superior accelerating capability of his fighter could save himnow. Wth an
accel eration value of nore than three hundred nil es per square-second, he was able to
reach the speed of |ight in about ten m nutes.

He followed Rous in it crazy zigzag course. C ose ahead and below to the right, the
great nmass of the fortieth Vega pl anet was shining bright and red. Earth's sun was
surrounded by nine satellites, but this giant star had forty-two.

Deri nghouse was engul fed in a gossamer filigree maze of blue-white therno-rays. The
adversary kept his fierce fire up, knowing that only a lucky hit could make the kill

"What's the nmatter, Calverman?' Deringhouse shouted with despair into his hel net
m ke. 'Cal, speak up! W have to clear out!'

the speaker resounded in the cockpit of the tunbling crashing space-fighter. The
major's words canme clearly and distinctly through the radio in the hel net.

Seconds later the two pilots could hear Cal vernan gasping. Sinultaneously the
vi siscreens of their telecons becane activated. Cal was still alive.

Deri nghouse suppressed a noban when he saw the gaunt face of his friend on the screen.
The transm ssion was three-di mensional and in col our.

Cal's dark, alnost bl ack face was covered with red bl otches and streaks.

" Expl osive pressure loss,' his voice cane over weakly. 'My helnmet was off, dam it!
have a jabbing pain in ny lungs. It tore the breath out of ny nouth. Get out while you
can!'

The last words were hardly audi ble. Calverman's hel met banged agai nst the canmera so
that only his dark, painfully narrowed eyes were visible.

"You're falling into the atnosphere,' Deringhouse cried desperately. 'You don't have
enough speed left to get into orbit. Did your engine break down?

Cal verman nanaged a | augh. Although he was choki ng and coughi ng, he | aughed. It neant
nore than words.

'"Get lost! Say goodbye to the chief. There's a small Topidian fort on the third noon.
Just nade that out. Get back and don't try to fish me out. By the tinme you get here, |'l|
be down. Beat it!’

The last words were filled with pleading, and then he cl osed his eyes.

'Rous, you keep going. I'll try to pick himup. I'll get himin nmy cockpit sonehow. ...

A sudden jolt slamred Deringhouse agai nst the wi de safety belts of his upturned
contour seat. The engine of his pursuit ship - already at three-quarters the speed of
light - whined shortly before it quit with a runbling noise.

Deri nghouse heard the how i ng of the deconpressor as once nore he was pressed agai nst
his belts. The glittering stars in far-flung space turned into a centrifuge whirling
around with frenzi ed speed. The visiscreens of his 360° nonitors created fantastic
effects of circling lights. H s space-fighter was spinning nadly around its axis.

The gl are outside was bright red. Deringhouse believed he was beginning to feel the
rising tenperature inside, although his spacesuit was good for at |east 900° F.

He was struck like Cal verman, whom he was going to rescue, but with the difference
that he didn't suffer the explosive deconpression. H's pressurized cabin remained tight
and his air-conditioning was still functioning.

Yet his fighter had becone a weck in seconds and gl owi ng gas particles were trailing
his vehicle as it nmoved with incredi ble speed through the void.

It was sone tinme before Deringhouse noticed the desperate shouting of Sergeant Rous.

Rous had i mredi ately stopped his fast accel erati on nanoeuvre. He was now gli di ng
through space in free fall w thout increasing his nmonmentum About six hundred niles
behi nd himand off to one side his group |eader's machi ne wobbl ed ai nl essly around.

"All clear,' reported Deringhouse over the telecom 'I'm okay. Are they stil
shooti ng?'

"No, but your nachine is spinning like a top,' Rous's voice crackled fromthe
| oudspeaker. '"If they pursue us now, they'll get us at our rescue attenpt. Stabilize your
crate. |I'Il figure out ny manoeuvre.'

Deri nghouse made no reply. He mani pul ated his controls and revved up the gyroscope of
the stabilizing device.

Little by little he managed to straighten out the balance of his craft. The hit
didn't appear to be critical. It was a glancing blow at nost with snall effect inside the
weak defence screen. Nevertheless it was enough to incapacitate the sensitive nmachinery.

Far ahead of him and only recognizable by the fiery flashes of his directional jets,
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Rous was navigating the extrenely difficult approach. He had to regulate and match his
speed carefully and then pull alongside the major's fighter in order to transfer the
group |l eader to his ship.

"Cal - howis Cal? canme a whisper through the speaker in Rous's helnmet. 'I wanted to
get him'

Sergeant Rous gnashed his teeth. He knew as well as Deringhouse that their friend was
beyond hel p. Wiere he was, the eneny was too. The fortieth planet was steadily grow ng
smal l er in the distance.

Deri nghouse waited calmy and inpassively for his subordinate, who had by this tine
becone a friend. Rous was very dependable. Al that mattered now was to get a breathing
spell fromthe Topi des.

Wi |l e Sergeant Rous was busy adjusting his nachine's course with tiny blasts, a

qui ckly flam ng body sank into the dense poi sonous atnosphere of a hostile globe nmillions
of m | es behind.
Cal verman' s space helnmet was still |eaning against the lens of his telecom His

sightl ess eyes were fixed on the observation screen. No | onger feeling anything, his lips
were eternally fixed in a snile

2/  GALACTI C GOAL

He was called the 'Thort.' It didn't particularly matter what the nane of the ruler
was; the only thing that mattered to the people recently arrived on the principle planet
of the Vega systemwas to be assured that sone-one with authority was sitting at the
ot her side of the table. And this was the case.

Perry Rhodan, forner test pilot of the U S. Space Force and pioneer on the Earth's
noon, didn't | ose his |legendary cal mand superb clear mind during the | engthy
negoti ati ons.

The erstwhile major of the U S. Space Exploration Forces wasn't willing to conprom se
at all. The intelligent inhabitants of the eighth Vegan planet, Ferrol, who called
thensel ves the Ferrons, had asked for arnmed assistance and had pronmised a trade treaty.

Now Rhodan deened that the tine had cone to conclude the final deal

They were nmeeting in the Hall of Decrees within the Red Pal ace, which was consi dered
the nost renmarkable building of all times in Thorta, the Ferronian capital. The nane
itself derived fromthe tide of the ruler, Thort.

Rhodan was sonewhat di sappointed that the seenmingly al mi ghty Thort had brought his
Council of Mnisters to the conference. Evidently his hands were tied within certain
limts, and the negotiations dragged out over a few Ferrol days.

The Terrestrial delegation was small. It consisted only of Perry Rhodan, Reginald
Bell, the Mnister of Security of the New Power, and John Marshall as observer. The
latter's tel epathic powers were sufficient to read the thoughts and probe the m nds of
the attending Ferrons. It was very easy for Marshall to determine their deliberations and
to accurately pass themon directly to Rhodan, even though they were concealing their
true notivations.

Rhodan was in conplete control of hinself. Hi s wishes, his argunents and his
expressions of concern were noderate, carefully thought out and very convincing.

He had no intention of pulling the wool over the eyes of the Ferrons. He desired
instead a cl ean, dear and norally unobjectionable contract.

The Thort was again checking the witten record, exercising his rights.

Regi nal d Bell was physically and tenperanentally the exact opposite of his commander.
Suspi ci on and resentnent shone in his al nost col ourl ess eyes.

Only Marshall, the tel epath, was concentrating deeply. There was no rest for him He
had orders from Rhodan to constantly survey the nmental processes of the attending
nm ni sters. Rhodan had nmade sure to be fully protected in this respect.

Nobody, |east of all the Ferrons, had the slightest inkling what thoughts preoccupied
the mind of the tall man in the pastel green uniformof the New Power. The insignia on
the left side of his chest would have appeared as unusual to ordinary people as the radio
hel met resting on the table in front of him wth its novable mini-screens and the
built-in mcro-TV-transmtter

None of these unparalleled features had been i nvented by Terran scientists and could
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not be reproduced with Earthly techni gques.

This fact nmonmentarily dom nated Rhodan's thoughts. There was nothing nore to be said
about the treaty. He was filled by forceful, unconscious inpulses that woul d usually cone
over him at such nonents.

Here he was, a man born on Earth, talking to the representatives of an utterly alien
race, and this on a far-away planet of a giant sun which was at a di stance of
twenty-seven |ight-years fromhis hone!

This fact al one night have been cause for concern and apprehension. Wth
characteristic insight and highly critical self-exam nation Rhodan had felt with extrene
di sconfort fromthe beginning of the party that he was out of place.

Qut of place, because mankind was still trying to solve the nysteries of physica
| aws whi ch the Ferrons had di scovered thousands of years ago and put to use with the
great est ingenuity.

How did all this cone about? How was it possible that a man of his generation was
suddenly sitting across froma ruler who was practically in command of a whol e sol ar
system and i n possession of a huge super |ight-speed spacefleet and all the advanced
i ndustrial installations it required?

Rhodan had a bitter taste in his mouth as these thoughts engaged his mnd again.
Involuntarily his eye wandered over to Bell. The stocky man wasn't subject to such
i nhibitions. Just now he was objecting - speaking his broken Ferronian | anguage - that he
didn't like the third paragraph of the so-called exchange itens. They listened to him
wi th obvious respect as if he were the nenber of a race of highly superior intelligence.

Rhodan coughed lightly. John Marshall sniled inperceptibly; he recognized what was
going on in his commander's mind. Character virtues |like these had hel ped Rhodan's
success with his fellow nen. H's followers worshi ped himand his power on Earth was
second to none.

It wasn't advisable for Rhodan to exanmine his past too closely if he didn't want to
run the risk of failing to see his own success in its proper light.

In those days, only a few years ago, he started as a | owranking but highly
speci alized major of the Space Force in the first atomic spaceship's nanned flight to the
noon. He was part of a teamof four nen selected fromthe early astronauts after the nobst
ri gorous and exacting training.

The Stardust had bl asted off into space and Perry Rhodan, commander of the first
atom ¢ spaceshi p, had made a perfect |unar |anding.

To be sure, mankind woul dn't have awakened fromits troubl ed sl eep except for the
incident of a gigantic alien spaceship that appeared on the noon just before Rhodan's
arrival.

The Arkonides - the inhabitants of the distant planet Arkon - had been forced to make
an energency | anding. They had cone to the Terrestrial solar systemneither to benefit
nor to fight humanity on Earth. It happened to be a sinple coincidence which, however,
enabl ed nanki nd through Perry Rhodan to obtain gal actic powers.

Rhodan had found the voyagers of the crashed spaceship, whose scientific |eader was
suffering froma severe illness and was brought back to Earth by Rhodan

Nobody saw cl earer than Rhodan how far the Arkoni de science and technol ogy surpassed
anything on Earth. Wereas nankind was on the brink of atomic war, a great enpire had
exi sted for nany thousands of years in the deep reaches of the gal axy. A huge
admi ni stration conpl ex had been created for interstellar trade throughout their
magni ficent realm

It was at that tine that Rhodan realized with perceptive clarity that other races at
i nconpar ably hi gher stages of devel opnent were living - 'out there.' He reacted in his
nost characteristic manner: he di sobeyed orders and set the returning noon rocket
Stardust down in the mddl e of the Gobi Desert.

Ar koni de weapons, which Rhodan had carried with himin the rocket, protected them
from unwel cone visitors.

From then on a New Power had been established on Earth.

Rhodan renenbered his battle for survival and the prevention of atomic war, thanks to
the superior technology of the Arkonides. But it had taken a long tinme until the futile
attacks agai nst hi mwere given up

However the U S. Air Force nmanaged to destroy the Arkoni de space exploration ship,
whi ch was inmobilized on the noon, by using a new type of Hbonb. As a result, the | ast
two Arkonide survivors had to remain on Earth with Perry Rhodan. They had inparted their
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know edge to Rhodan, not without ulterior notives, for they were hoping that this way
he'd make it possible for themto return honme soneday.

The question of transport had been the big stunmbling block. At the tine there was
only one auxiliary ship of the denolished super space vessel available in which the
femal e conmander, Thora, had escaped destruction. The auxiliary ship was, by Early
standards, a giant structure, with a dianmeter of about two hundred feet and with a speed
faster than light; but its range was, unfortunately, limted to five hundred Iight-years,
whil e the distance to the Arkonide world amounted to 34,000 |ight-years.

Thus the Arkoni de survivors were stranded on Earth. Meanwhil e, Rhodan had worked hard
to overcone the troubl esome probl ens anong the nations on Earth and had established his
mni-state in the mddl e of the central Asian Gobi Desert.

Then the first reports of disturbing events in the nearby Vega system had cropped up
Rhodan had becone aware that the galactic position of the Earth was in great peril of
bei ng di scovered. The automatic emergency transnmtter on board the destroyed super space
exploration ship had emitted ultra-fast distress signals. That was the reason Rhodan
expected that sone strangers fromouter space woul d make their appearance soneday, if for
no ot her purpose than 'sight-seeing.'

It had been unavoi dabl e because in the far reaches of the galaxy a real mexisted
called the Great Inperium The Arkonides had forged it and planets had been col oni zed.
Power struggl es between the Arkoni des and other races were waged with awesone arns at a
tune when nmen on Earth were still living in caves.

When t he probing signals cane in, Rhodan decided to take i mrediate action. He'd fl own
the Arkonide auxiliary ship, the spacesphere naned the Good Hope, to the Vega system
He'd been afraid that a foreign race had picked up the energency signals of the Arkonide
ship and | ocked onto them

Why had the unknown spaceshi ps appeared in the Vega constellation and not in the
vicinity of the sun? Rhodan suspected that the aliens nust have niscal cul ated the
position, and he considered it a blessing to have gained tine.

That was exactly what had happened. When the Good Hope approached the giant star
system they were given sone reception. Spaceships of two different races appeared. One
of themresided in the Vega system and it was al ready known to the Arkoni des through
reports from expeditions ages ago.

They were the Ferrons from Ferrol, the eighth planet of the Vega system Ferrol was
not unlike the Earth. The egg-shaped spaceshi ps of the Ferrons were quickly recogni zed.
But there were those other |long, thin spaceships with bulges around the niddle....

Khrest, the scientist from Arkon, had identified them too. They belonged to a
nonhuman race whi ch had been engaged for the | ast thousand years in fighting the mght of
the Great Inperiumby rebellion and lightning attacks on outlying bastions.

These descendants of reptiles were called Topides by Khrest, and they cane fromthe
Oion-Delta constellation eight hundred and fifteen |ight-years away.

They had hurtled into the Vega systemwith their ultra |ight-speed spaceshi ps because
they expected to find there the Arkonide ship whose distress signals they had
intercepted. This had been a mscal culation on their part.

Rhodan had becone enbroiled in a tough space battle which the Good Hope woul d have
won with flying colors had it not been for the sudden encounter with a truly gigantic
battl e cruiser which struck the nuch snmaller ship a disabling blow

It was already too |ate when they realized this battle cruiser had been captured from
the Arkonides by the nonhunan Topi des. Rhodan fled imediately to the ninth planet, where
he contacted the ruler of the Ferrons. Finally, with a daring coup, he succeeded in
capturing the battle cruiser fromthe lizard race who' d | anded on the eighth pl anet.

Thereupon he'd elininated the Topide arny fromthe principal occupied areas in a
bl oodl ess rout by enpl oyi ng the unique Miutant Corps, and the Topides had, as a
consequence, retreated to the six noons of the far-out fortieth planet.

This was the situation when Terra's peacenaker attenpted to cone to a satisfactory
trade agreenent with the Ferronian Thort.

As the past history was flowi ng through his mind, Perry couldn't help thinking that
he would still be a test pilot for the Anerican Space Research Command if he hadn't found
the superior technol ogy of the Arkoni des by accident.

The Ferrons, whom Regi nald Bell now regarded as sonewhat 'retarded,' were thousands
of years ahead of mankind as far as their technical and scientific devel opnents were
concerned. On the other hand, they |acked the proficiency for traveling faster than |i ght
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because their brains weren't adapted to thinking in five di nensions.

Rhodan felt a little ashaned, yet the goal was to attain strength for his fellow nmen
t hroughout the gal axy. The presence of the Topide invaders was proof positive how weak
his people were and how little time renained to rectify their inadequacies.

Rhodan's relations with the nmenbers of a nation of another star woul d ve been quite
unt hi nkabl e in the recent past. Now he was sitting across fromthe Ferrons who | ooked
al rost like slightly nore robust humans, and it was as if it had al ways been so. The
di scovery of aliens with real intelligence had caused a great shock at the outset but
practical considerations were already w ning the upper hand.

The products of the Ferronian industry were of incalculable value to Earth's econony
and it was essential to open fruitful trade rel ations.

It would' ve been so sinple if he didn't have to reckon with the hostile alien species
on the six nmoons. This was |ike a dark threatening cloud which Rhodan couldn't afford to
i gnore.

Five of the eight auxiliary ships had been | aunched. The super battle cruiser,
captured fromthe Topides, had carried twelve extra ships on board, each of which had a
di aneter of two hundred feet and was as good and powerful as the old Good Hope, the
shot-up weck Iying in a hanger on the ninth planet of the Vega system

The S-7, under the command of Maj or Nyssen, was posted near the outer planets. It was
i mperative that all tactical novements of the foreign invaders be under strict
observati on

An al nost inaudi bl e whisper startled Perry and broke the chain of thoughts which were
preying on his nmnd. Evidently the nutant Marshall had failed to make direct contact wth
Rhodan's mind, and so he'd begun to whisper.

Rhodan shifted his eyes w thout changing his position.

They take exception to our proposed trading station in their country, sir,' breathed
the mutant whose parapsychol ogical attributes were the result of exposure to atonic
radi ati on. There were sixteen other nmutants with Marshall on board the Arkonide battle
cruiser. It had been a difficult task to pick these nutants. The nanifestations of their
speci al properties had to be detected, first of all. The telepathic Marshall was one of
those with positive changes who'd discovered their gifts in thensel ves.

Now t he esper was probing in depth the private thoughts of the ruling Ferrons. So

they were unwilling to concur. Rhodan had been afraid of it. Nobody wants to tolerate the
agents of a foreign power on their own soil, least of all a ruler like the Thort.
"Let's wait and see,' Rhodan replied very softly. 'They'll have to adnit eventually

that the trading station is a necessity. Did you receive any nessages fromthe ship?

Marshal | shook his head slightly. The tel epaths remaining there hadn't yet |earned
anyt hi ng new, other-w se they would ve inforned Marshall i medi ately.

Regi nald Bell was breathing hard. Wath was snoldering in his pale eyes. He wasn't
even trying any |longer to keep his conposure, although he knew that it woul d' ve been nuch
nore fitting to show restraint and self control on Ferrol.

"I hope these procrastinators won't take anot her coffee break or sonething,' he
nmuttered under his breath. 'What's there to think about?

He | ooked angrily at the stooped figure of the Thort. The ruler had been in office
for along tine. It hadn't yet been deternined who was to succeed him The appoi ntnment to
this honor wasn't in hereditary line.

Rhodan was trying to look into the eyes of the old Ferron. He'd becone accustoned to
the pale blue skin of these people and the sharp contrast of plentiful copper col oured
hair was no | onger distracting.

Somewhat nore unpl easant for hunan tastes were those very small, deeply recessed eyes
whi ch were overshadowed by a massive, bul ging forehead.

of course these were biological prerequisites under the blinding glare of their giant
sun. The eyes were well-protected fromthe profuse ultraviolet radiation preval ent and
the thick hair prevented the burning of their heads. Al these features sereed the
pur pose of adaptation to nature which allows no failures to survive.

Nevert hel ess, Rhodan found the barely visible eyes disturbing. It was practically
i mpossible to catch the expression in the eyes of a Ferron and divine his feelings,
except by the nutants' m nd-probe.

The Thort's attention was apparently aroused. He lifted his head and the tiny nouth
broke into a friendly snmle. But this, too, had an unusual appearance.

"Sir, I'mexpected on board ny ship,' Rhodan said loudly. 'Could you cone to a
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deci sion? Do you have any questions?

Rhodan spoke the Ferroni an | anguage very well. The Arkoni de hypno-training proved
i nval uabl e, as usual, for all applications. Wthout it, it would' ve been inpossible for a
man |i ke himto conprehend the exceedingly intricate Arkonide technique, |et al one nmaster
it conpletely within three years. However, no one except Rhodan and Reginald Bell had
received the all-inclusive education. The pilots, for instance, had only been instructed
in their specialized field of know edge. It was quite sufficient if they could handl e
their space-fighters and understand five-di nensi onal hyper-mathemati cs.

"W're asking you to be patient,' replied the Thort. 'The treaty will cause vital
changes in the life of all Ferrons. The invasion has played havoc with our industry and
we're only just beginning to get back on our feet. W have to nake a study of whether the
trade rel ati ons between us shoul d be under control of the state or whether we can permt
the free exchange of goods without governnment interference.'’

This was clear - very dear, at |ast. Rhodan synpathized with the Thort and his
problem It was a strictly internal matter of the Ferrons. It nmade no difference to
Rhodan what ki nd of special |aws had to be decreed.

"l suggest that you take sone tinme out for further considerations. Your sun is hot
and stifling. Wth your pernission, we'd like to spend the lunch hours in the confort of
our ship.' And he added with a snmile, '|I beg your indulgence, sir. The gravity of your
world is one point four G and that is zero point four G nore than we're used to.'

The Thort stood up at once. Lossoshér, one of the |eading scientists and a nenber of
the Judiciary Council, made inquiries about human endurance linmts. It was a very polite
gesture.

Regi nald Bell and Marshall donned their radio helnmets. Their salute was snappy and
correct.

"You'll receive our infornmation through our |iaison officer Chaktor,' said the Thort.
"W'll reach the final agreenent today.'

"Your internal arrangenents are for you to decide, of course,' assured Rhodan. 'May |
ask how nmany of the damaged units of your space fleet have al ready under-gone repair? The
reports frommy reconnai ssance pilots are very alarning. Your fleet conmander shoul d take
all precautionary neasures to prepare for renewed trouble.'

The smal|l face of the Thort | ooked worri ed.

"W're in the process of installing the ray cannons which were built to your
specifications. Al nmanufacturing plants on the three planets are working at full
capacity. WIIl you let us have the plans for the fabrication of the Arkonide energy field
proj ectors?'

Bel | coughed. The quick | ook he gave Rhodan was superfl uous.

We can tal k about that after we've signed the contract,' advised Rhodan with a little
snmle. '"Now, may | take |eave for a while?

Saluting once again, they left while the Thort was watching them quietly and
wondering where these people had come from Rhodan had pretended to be an Arkoni de.

Al this had only served the purpose of keeping the galactic position of the Earth a
secret. Rhodan was concerned about any accidents which might bring harmto the unstable
Earthlings. In this respect he put their interest first.

They left the nmaze of corridors. Qutside, the air which was breathable for them

seened to boil. Vega, the gigantic sun, stood with flaning splendor in the cloudl ess sky.
It was pouring forth enormously strong ultraviolet radiation. Rhodan pressed his eyes
t oget her.

The nean tenperature had already risen to nore than 115°F in the shade.

'"That's enough,' Rhodan said, exhausted. 'The gravity and this heat together are
hardly bearable. In another hour it'll be one hundred twenty-five degrees in the shade.'

He was wal king toward the air-glider and stopped suddenly in his tracks when he heard
a slight whirring noise. Sinultaneously he noticed Marshall's stiffened attitude.
Evidently, the nutant was receiving a telepathic nessage fromthe battl eship.

Bel | stared through narrowed eyes at the sky. The slight whirring noise had increased
to a dull runble which quickly swelled to an ear-splitting roar

A seeningly white-hot glow ng object canme speeding rapidly frombehind the peaks of
t he near by nount ai ns.

The huge sphere was pushing great masses of highly conpressed air ahead of it and
caused a tumnul tuous disturbance of the planet's atnosphere. It was as if a trenmendous
nmet eor swooped down directly on the spaceport of the capital.
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Fiery pulsating bursts of energy fromthe reversed jets in the protection screen
ri pped the glowing air nol ecul es apart. The spherical ship came to an abrupt stop. No
need for Rhodan to guess at the form dabl e decel eration factor of the braking action.

The masses of air crashed and thundered into the vacuum behi nd the ship.

"If that isn't Nyssen, I'll eat nmy helnmet!' shouted Bell, beside hinself. 'If that
guy would only learn to make a decent | anding!'

"Now, now,' said Rhodan, teasing him 'I can renenber when you gave an even bi gger
show t han that."’

"That was only a case of conpelling necessity,' growmed Bell. '"Wat's the natter with

Nyssen? That is the S7, isn't it?

Bell started to run.

The nutant awoke fromhis trance. H's slender face was serious.

"Emergency landing, sir. Nyssen is bringing Deringhouse in. Severe burns. Al hel
broke | oose near the six nobons. Nyssen chose not to return in normal flight. He | eaped
here directly fromthe orbit of the thirty-eighth planet. Taking quite sone risk, |
bel i eve. '

Rhodan didn't reply. H's | ean body shot across the snoothly polished stone sl abs of
the plaza in front of the portal. Seconds later he lifted the glider up. The Ferrous used
for this purpose a tiny seni-atomc ray-drive nmechanismas an auxiliary lift for vertica
takeoff. They even surpassed the acconplishnents of the Arkonides in building mniature
atom c piles. They could squeeze a mracul ously controlled reaction of a nuclear fusion
process into a volune no bigger than a matchbox. No wonder Rhodan insisted so nuch on a
trade treaty to exchange nerchandi se. This was just what manki nd urgently needed.

The Ferroni an nmachi ne was racing at |low |l evel over the congloneration of capita
buil di ngs. The pilot was bent over the peculiar double-action control stick and his feet
were operating the energy pedals. This was a strange arrangenent for humans, who woul d
probabl y have done everything the opposite way.

As they approached the spaceport they were checked by the radio control station. Even
by human standards, where all nations exercised exceedingly strict security surveill ance,
the Ferrons had nmade a fetish out of safety. One had to pass innunerable security checks.

Through the oval cabin w ndows the vast surface of the Ferrol Central Spaceport cane
into sight. Everything was built in a grandi ose manner by these humanoids far out m
space.

Fi ve days ago, Rhodan had given orders to transfer the captured battleship fromthe
carefully constructed hangar built into the nountains to the Central Spaceport. Fromthat
nonent on, the skyline of the metropolis was enhanced by another 'nountain peak.'

That which arose fromthe ground at the northern end of the spaceport was a truly
superl ative structure. There was no conparison in daily life with which to describe the
br eat ht aki ng and overwhel mi ng i npression.

Stardust |1, as Rhodan had naned the battleship in honor of the first atom c noon
rocket, which he had conmanded, wasn't only a synbol of scientific achievenent and
technical superiority: it was a synbol of power; a power which, by human concepts, had
conquer ed, colonized and pacified an i nmense part of the galaxy. Only for this purpose
had they built these battle-ships of the 'Inperiumdass' and only with this aimin mnd
had they constructed these titans by untiring |abor and costly expenditures. There was
not hing that could withstand the concentrated m ght of these colossal ships. They were
designed and built to destroy entire worl ds.

Rhodan | ooked for a nonment at the auxiliary ship S 7. A few ninutes ago, when he
observed the risky | anding of the spacesphere, it had | ooned very large, invincible and
t hr eat eni ng.

Now t hat the Stardust |l was blotting out the horizon, the auxiliary ship which had
seened so inposing before had shrunk to al nost nothing. Although its di ameter neasured
two hundred feet, and a very respectable nass was, therefore, resting on the tel escoping
| egs of the landing gear, it |ooked paltry by conparison

The battl eship was a true sphere with a dianeter of about twenty-five hundred feet.
No known race in the gal axy had ever built bigger or nore powerful spaceships.

The glider came closer. The returned auxiliary ship was steadily grow ng | arger but
the enornous nass of Stardust Il could no | onger be seen in one glance. One had to | ean
back in order to bring the upper cupola into view

It was a veritable nountain of bluish Arkon steel which reached to the sky as it
stood on the runway nade of the toughest synthetics. It was a hul king nonster with such
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col ossal machinery and output that it was capable of supplying all the electricity for
all the work on the planets of an entire solar system

Rhodan set the glider down beneath the snoboth arnor-plated hull. A bul ging equatorial
ring, running around the mddl e of the sphere high above him was nounted on the hull
The engines of the battleship were installed in this ring. Al though the openings of the

pul se-drive jets - big as craters - were still closed, Stardust Il was on alert and ready
to go when al ar ned.
The spaceshi p had been the backbone of the Topide fleet. Perry Rhodan still didn't

know how it was possible for these nonhunan descendants of a reptilian race to overpower
and seize this super battleship. The fact renained that they had nanned it and used it
for the invasion. Rhodan's nutants were able to overcone the whol e Topidian crew with
their supernundane powers without inflicting any damage on Stardust |1.

Fromthat tinme on, Rhodan was in possession of such neans of destruction as could
only be equal ed by simlar products of the Arkonides thenselves. But this was highly
unlikely, for the Great |nperium had never extended as far as the Vega systemand now its
peopl e no longer had the desire to venture out there. There could be no doubt that the
once resolute race of Arkonides had entered the final stages of decline. The nenta
degeneration had reached such a degree that there were wily a very few Arkonides |eft who
still had the outstanding qualities of their glorious ancestors. Khrest and Thora were
anong t hem

Bel | and Marshal | disappeared between the heavy colums of the extended support | egs.
The circul ar pad of each tel escoping |anding | eg covered nore than seven thousand square
feet. There was no way of conparing the dinmensions of this splendid ship with anything on
Earth. Rhodan couldn't estimate its val ue except to say that its cost nust have run into
many billions of dollars. It was certainly nore expensive than the navies and air forces
of both World Wars conbi ned.

Rhodan followed at a slower pace. As he wal ked into the | ong shadow of the spaceship,
and Vega was conceal ed by the spherical hull rising above him he noticed that an
apparently heavily injured nan was carried in.

The crew of the S-7, the auxiliary ship which had just |anded near its nother ship,
junped out, talking excitedly. The men seened tired and worn.

The smal|l figure of Major Nyssen, |ooking parched and weat her-beaten, detached itself
fromthe crowmd. He'd clanped his radio hel met under his armand his sparse hair was
soaked in sweat.

He saluted briefly.

Rhodan's | ean face exuded soothing calm He exami ned with blinking eyes the two
hundred foot high S-7, which could easily be hidden in a small segnent of the spherical
super battleship. He waited until Nyssen cane over.

"It was a tough flight, sir," Nyssen began. 'Too hot to handle for the little pursuit
ships. W | ost Sergeant Cal verman. He was one of ny best nen.'

He was bestowi ng the highest praise on the African. Rhodan renmined silent. He could
feel that Nyssen was in a turnoil of enotions.

'The Topidian |izards have fortified thensel ves on the six noons of the fortieth
pl anet. The bi ggest of the npbons has been turned into a cosmc fortress. They're working
feverishly. The five other satellites are heavily reinforced outposts serving as warni ng
stations with small defense crews. Topide reinforcenments made a sudden hyperspace junp
into the Vega system Rous and Deringhouse were right in the mddle of it and before they
knew it the Topides swarned all over them | had di spatched them on a quick
reconnai ssance flight. Rous had rescued Deringhouse. It took ne an hour to get to them
and to take their machine on board. Then | made a short hyper-transition junp into the
orbit of Ferrol. That was all. W have excel |l ent photographic evidence.'

This was a very brief report for a very big event. Nyssen never wasted any words. He
presuned that everybody understood hi m anyhow.

Rhodan sinply nodded. Then cane the question which worried hi mnost.

"What about Deringhouse? Is he going to pull through?'

Nyssen shrugged his shoul ders wearily.

"They got his fighter with a thernp-ray. W should do sonethi ng about reinforcing the
protective screens of our machines. He's suffered severe burns.'

'Get some rest, Nyssen. Your ship will be put into the hangar by sonebody el se. Thank
you very nuch.'

Rhodan wat ched silently as his comander hurried away. Then he trudged slowy over to
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the roll ed-out conveyor to the battleship. He was still one hundred yards fromthe
entrance at the bottom of the sphere and, while wal ki ng, kept |ooking at the majestic
steel dome of Stardust Il above him

"I"'d like to see this one get into a fight,' exclainmed Sergeant Rous. 'Have you heard
anyt hi ng about Maj or Deringhouse, sir?

Nyssen shook his head.

The Arkoni de robot specialists for evaluation of the newintelligence data were
flitting back and forth. They di sappeared in the brightly shimering antigrav field,
where they were gently pulled into the ship's interior.

"W'Il soon see sone action around here, Rous,' predicted Nyssen. 'These rascals are
going to make it hot for us. I'd like to know what the old man is going to do with his
mutants this tine.'

Sergeant Rous fell silent. He was thinking about a quiet nountain valley in the west
of the French Alps. It had been so peaceful there.

3/ RHODAN S RUSE

He was resting still and unconscious in a special bathtub. H s body was submnerged up
to the neck in the milky liquid of the biosynthetic cell-activating serum Major
Deri nghouse was inhaling oxygen froma robot-regul at ed apparatus whi ch sinmultaneously
controlled his breathing and his blood circulation, stimnmulating themwhen needed.

Doct or Haggard and Doctor Manoli, the ship's physicians, didn't make rmuch
conver sati on.

"He'l'l pull through,' Doctor Haggard said. His eyes betrayed his indignation. Then he
added:

"Sir, it's nmy opinion as a doctor that this whole matter is very regrettable. 1'd
prefer if we didn't have to treat any injured nen in the hospital. Please don't wake him
up. He'll remain in hypno-sleep for another twelve hours. The pain of third degree burns

isn't exactly pleasant.'

Perry Rhodan was nulling over these few words. Haggard and Manoli had left. Only the
nmedi cal robots were watching over the notionless patient who'd gone through hell far out
there in the Vega system

Deri nghouse had gallantly dared to penetrate the closed phal anx of hostile ships in
his attenpt to obey his orders.

Rhodan's |lips tightened. Nobody was aware of his own deliberations, not even Bell,
who was standi ng behind his conmander, observing the wounded man anxi ously.

'They nust've been fighting like devils,' whispered the stocky nan. 'W really have
to do sonmething to avoid such things in the future.'

Rhodan | ooked into his friend' s eyes. They'd flown to the noon together and found the
shi pw ecked Arkonides there. They net and becane friends when they went through the
rigors of basic training in the Space Force.

"W'll take care of that,' he reassured Bell enphatically. 'Let's go now. It was
fortunate for nme that Deringhouse was | ucky.'

"What do you nean, you were fortunate?' questioned Bell.

"That's exactly what | nmean. After all, sonme people have a conscience, and | happen
to be one of them For heaven's sake, don't think that | | ook on Calverman's death as an
unavoi dabl e necessity. It wasn't inevitable in principle and it was poor judgnent on ny
part. | shouldn't have ordered these continuous reconnai ssance fights. No, no argunents,

pl ease.' Rhodan cut off the di scussion.

"Khrest and Thora are waiting for us in the little conputer room' Bell said,
downcast. with a last look at the pilot sleeping in deep hypnosis, they left the hospital
room qui etly.

Qut si de the nedi cal departnment they entered the | abyrinth of corridors and numerous
decks. The ship was overwhelnming, like a big city. In the volunme of the extensive outer
hul I, wi de halls housed nmachi nery which couldn't even be found in the biggest power
stations on Earth.

They noved by conveyor belts to the central axis sector in which the main elevators
were going up and down. The up-and-down directions were always nmaintained in the
battl eship, even in free fall, by fully automatic gravity regulators. This was only one
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of the countless technical acconplishments which were unheard of on Earth.

They were gliding a thousand feet up in the snooth-walled antigrav el evator. The
nerve center of the ship was a steel sphere of arnor plate and was |located at its hub
These big ships of the Inperium C ass were constructed with such great care by the
Arkoni des that they lasted for thousands of years. The fleet building programon distant
Arkon was a thing of the past. Unfortunately, the heyday of this galactic nation had
faded away sone tinme ago. They were definitely destined to perish

The only question renaining was which one of many other races would fall heir to the
decl i ning Arkonides and build their real mup again. The Great |nperiumwas now a col ossus
on clay feet. Rebellions were flaring up in nost sectors of the gal axy while no one on
Arkon was able to make the effort to send out the still available units to make a quick
end to the chaos.

This was one of the nmany facts of which mankind was ignorant until a few years
earlier. Man had al ways inmagi ned hinself to be alone; had clainmed to be the only

intelligent creature in the wi de gal axy, which now proved to be an illusion. There were
nunerous other intelligent races and many of them nonhunan.
The two robot guards in front of the arnored door to the so-called 'little calcul ator

room saluted. Rhodan paid no attention. Hs mind was on far nore inportant matters. The
door panel in the bul khead slid open. Before himlay an oval roomwith the contro
switches of the seni-positronic reserve cal culating nachine. It was desighed as an
energency aggregate but it also functioned as an auxiliary segnent of the nain positronic
br ai n.

Khrest, the Arkonide scientist with the strangely youthful face, stood beside the
safe where the code was secured. His tall, lean figure was inposing; even nore inpressive
were the know ng reddi sh eyes, which alone indicated his true age. The nearly white hair
was no clue. That and the color of his eyes were a characteristic of his race. Khrest was
alittle taller than Rhodan. Qutwardly he didn't differ from hunan bei ngs. The m nor
di fferences in anatony were only visible in X-rays.

He nodded, serious and dignified, a fact which Rhodan didn't like. It wasn't in the
nature of the Arkonide to show restraint toward Perry Rhodan after their |ong-Ilasting
friendship.

The young woman at Khrest's side was the enbodi ment of what she'd al ways been. Thora,
the commander of the exploration vessel which had been destroyed on the noon, hadn't | ost
her defiance. However, Rhodan felt that her rude and haughty cool ness was not hing but a
mask for her inperious attitude. She'd long since given up telling Rhodan that humans
wer e not hing but hal f-apes who'd becone 'clever' by sone accident. She'd never used the
word "intelligence' in this connection

Rhodan had remai ned standing in the niddle of the room Khrest, the greatest
scientist of the otherwi se degenerate stellar race, tilted his high, fine-featured head.
Rhodan didn't wait for the involved phrases. when Khrest tal ked, it was al ways
| ong- wi nded.

Thora's |lips were pressed together. She knew the cold expression in the eyes of the
| ean man. Rhodan had that forceful |ook again. He'd realized only a short while ago that
he possessed the gift of conpelling power under certain circunmstances. This quality had
becone very pronounced during the hypno-training.

"Okay, let's keep it brief. I've only five mnutes to spare,' he said. 'You want to
poi nt out that our people would still be flying to the noon with antiquated |iquid rocket
fuel if you Arkonides hadn't conme. You also want to tell me how puny and ridicul ous we'd
be without you and that it was only a regrettabl e accident which caused you and your ship
to land on the Terrestrial nmoon. You'll have to excuse me but | know this song. You've
taught ne your great know edge, that's all. Now we're on the eighth planet of Vega. A
very dangerous and intelligent race that's neither human nor Arkonide is |lurking out
there in space. | don't have tine.'

" Bar barian!’

Rhodan bowed silently toward Thora. Her delicate nose was quivering. The strange
| ove-hate rel ati onshi p between her and Rhodan was overwhel ni ng her.

' Thank you very nuch. It's usually been the barbarians who by virtue of commobn sense
and physical strength have pacified and rebuilt fallen enpires after tenporarily
conquering them Don't you think we better skip it, Thora?' Khrest renained silent;

"W rem nd you of our request. You've been inforned,' scow ed Thora.

"You've given it tous in witing,' scoffed Rhodan. Bell grinned.
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The beautiful alien closed her eyes. Her hands were shaking.
"Sorry to disappoint you,' Rhodan broke the quiet pause. 'This battl eship has been

recaptured by ny own nen. Therefore, | cannot put you in charge. Mreover, it's
completely irresponsible to | eave the Vega systemon Stardust |l to take you hone.'
"But we insist on our right. You will-' Thora choked.

"I''"l'l do nothing of the sort, if you allow nme,' Rhodan countered her sharp words.
"This is a matter of life or death for mankind. The Earth is a nere twenty-seven
light-years away. It can be discovered any minute by the Topide invaders. These people
have apparently noticed that they've nade a little niscal culation. They're checking it

already. | won't take a chance. Can't you understand that?'

"Let us go to Arkon. W assure you the fleet of the Inperiumw |l conme to your aid,
interjected Khrest softly. 'I believe that |I've failed in my mssion. Coviously, the
pl anet with the nysterious inhabitants who know the secret of eternal |ife can no |onger
be found. Take Thora and nme hone.'

"I"'msorry. | wouldn't even think of getting into the hot spot of the galaxy and ri sk
| osing the only super spaceship at ny disposal. Terrible wars between rebellious races
are going on there. Until mankind is strong and united, | nust keep the existence of

Earth the forenost secret. In contrast to your demands, ny nost urgent task at this tine
is to drive the Topides out of the Vega Constellation. The detection of Earth has to be
prevented by all neans.'

"You should give a little thought as to how uni nportant your adored mankind is in the
framewor k of galactic events,' declared Thora derisively.

"That's a natter of opinion,' stressed Rhodan. A sharp |line stood out on his
f or ehead.

"Khrest, you're the scientific |eader of the ill-fated Arkoni de expedition. Wit til
we' ve chased the Topi des out of their strongholds. Then we'll see.'

Rhodan | ooked at his watch. He had said it all. 'Please excuse nme, the five m nutes
are up.'

"Then blood's going to flow again,' Khrest said bitterly. 'You know that | hold the
hunman race in high esteem There are no other people who are so closely related to us. If
you're of the opinion that you can take over the heritage of ny race in a few years,
you're badly mi staken. You don't have the required qualifications.'

Rhodan paused at the sliding door. His body turned around sl owy.

"You'l | be anmazed, Khrest. Don't m stake us for your people, who've grown so terribly
tired. Soneday Terra will play an inportant part in the galaxy. Wen |'ve insured peace
"Il be glad to take you to Arkon. Please wait, and don't forget that your |ife would' ve
been over without the concerted hel p of humans.'

"Did you have to say that?' inquired Bell as they entered the el evator outside.
Rhodan didn't react. Bell continued reproachfully:

"I don't think it's wise to rem nd the Arkonides, or anybody el se, of favors

rendered. If they hadn't cone we still wouldn't know what it |ooks |ike beyond our sol ar
system
Rhodan's face darkened. Bell was right, but it couldn't be helped in this case.
"They' Il have to get used to the fact that we're not nerely "clever." | wouldn't
think of letting the Stardust Il leap into this galactic chaos. Arkon is dooned to

failure as well as the Great Inperiumruled by it. This has been going on for centuries,
al t hough we didn't know anyt hing about it. Now that this aggressive race with highly
devel oped intelligence has appeared so close to our own world, we have to operate in a
state of emergency. W can't let the hurt feelings of the Arkonides interfere. Any nore
obj ecti ons?

Rhodan pushed out of the antigrav field of the elevator. They'd arrived in the sector
containing the living quarters of the officers. He stopped in front of the commander's
cabin, which was guarded by two robots.

'Take over the S-7. I'lIl be busy. Do we have a good hair stylist on board? If
possi bl e, one who has experience with wgs.'
'"I'd better call the doctor,' groaned Bell. 'Just keep quiet and rest. It's nice and

cool in the cabin. |-’

Rhodan broke out in the grin for which he'd been fanbus anbng the test pilots in the
Space Force. Now it was only seldom seen. Bell caught on instantly. A watchful | ook
lurked in his pale eyes. H's stocky body becane tense. He dropped the bit about the
doct or.
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"You' re planning something,' he whispered slowy. 'Wat's up?

'Do we have a wi gmaker on board or don't we?

"Most certainly not. We have thee hundred specialists with partial hypno-training.'

'"Ckay, forget it. Attend to the S-7. Nyssen is ready.'

A loud runbling interrupted the silence. The atomi c energy HHe-pil es producing the
electricity for the force-field projectors had started up in the F-sector. The
observation screen next to the door of the commander's cabin showed that the auxiliary
shi p, which had been on the ground, was gone. It had been hauled in through the big
airlocks of the nother ship, where it rested in the i nmense inside hangars.

The roar of the atomic piles eased up. A high-energy screen had been forned to
encl ose Stardust Il. This was beyond the Ferrons' conprehension even though they were
used to superior technical achievenents. These energy units were of a superior order in
space which insured that the structure of the defense field could never be grasped by any
Ferron. Their brains didn't have the ability. They'd advanced to sinple speed-of-I|ight
space travel and hadn't been able to inprove further.

Rhodan listened to the | ow hum of the nmachinery. It was |ocated about sit hundred
feet below himin energy hall B. By erecting the defense field, Stardust Il was
hernetically sealed fromthe outside world.

"I"l'l see you in the nmess. Don't worry about the hair-dresser.’ Wth that the |anky
man vani shed behind the sliding door.

Bell was |eft standing at the door. The two Arkonide robot guards renained
notionl ess. They'd already checked Rhodan's brain waves and all owed himto pass safely.

Bel | wal ked away, cursing under his breath. He failed to understand what a
hai rdresser had to do with the latest events. A cosnic fortress was being built on the
six nmoons of the fortieth Vega planet! A nenber of the crew had been killed in action!
And the commander was asking for a hairdresser!

That was too nmuch for Bell. He shouted at an innocent robot repairman who'd just been
told to replace a damaged picture screen

Alittle farther away Major Nyssen appeared, waved silently and entered his cabin. It
was time for the schedul ed rest period. Everyone on board, except the guards on duty, was
required to sleep. The planet Ferrol was very exhausting for body and ni nd.

Qutside a few of the egg-shaped Ferroni an spaceshi ps were manoeuvring in the far,
cl oudl ess sky. They were of the type which had been smashed to pieces by the Topide
battle units.

Bel | gave up his guesswork. He was unabl e to fathom Rhodan's mind. Thereby he was
subconsi ously confornming to a principle which had been followed by nillions of officers
before him

The spacious cabin with its separate conpartnments resenbled nore a mniature center
of controls than a confortable living room At this time the various nonitoring screens
were dark. The interoffice comunication system was shut down and the nornmally hectic
light signals had ceased.

Perry Rhodan was al one; as alone as all commanders of great fleets had been since the
begi nning of the technical age.

No commander could afford to hold far-ranging di scussions in the presence of his
subordi nates. He was obliged to keep a certain distance and to be careful at the sane
time that the wall of silence required by military necessity wasn't regarded as arrogance
and reserved formality.

Rhodan was a natural psychol ogi cal phenonenon. Even without his special training he
woul d have known that he had to be by hinmself at this nonent.

On a folding table at his side was a small visiphone nade by the Ferrons. It was a
marvel out of the mcro-nmechani cal workshops of a people who were in this respect far
superior to the alnighty Arkonides.

The gadget, no bigger than a fist, was turned on. The oval nini-screen showed bri ght
lines which fornmed sensel ess patterns under the influence of the distorting scranbler.

It took a few nonents until the synchronized receiver was adjusted. Then the
confusing flickering stopped. The snmall face of a Ferron appeared on the screen. The
deeply recessed eyes under the bulging forehead could hardly be seen. However, the
insignia on his gray uniformcould be recogni zed clearly.

Chaktor, the Ferronian |iaison officer between the Thort and Perry, nodded his head.

"Sir.'
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"I's your scranbl er working, Chaktor?

"Perfectly, but we ought to keep our conversation short. Wat can | do for you?'

"I have to talk to you urgently.'

" Aboard your ship? The treaty hasn't been signed yet.'

'That doesn't matter at the nonent. | have other problens. Be prepared to confer
about the matter we've discussed before. Wiere can we neet?

"At the old place, sir, and at the sane tine. Is that all right with you?

"I''"'l'l be there. Sonething else. Can your secret service get me five wi gs? Do you
under stand what | nean?

"I beg your pardon,' said the Ferronian space officer

"Artificial hair, a false head of hair. Listen...

It took Rhodan a few minutes to explain his strange request. As he switched Of the
vi si phone and placed it in the safe of the cabin, his tanned face showed little enotion

He'd now initiated the neasures which would ternminate the Vega affair sooner or
| ater.

Slowy, he wal ked over to the weapons chanmber. The nore or |ess death-dealing
products of Arkonide super-technol ogy were nounted under the protection of a mcro-energy
field. Rhodan inserted his coded key-card to |ift the bl ock.

A nmonment |ater he felt the heavy service weapon in his hand. It was a disintegrator
which was totally unknown on Ferrol. The pul se-rays of the disintegrator could cause the
total dissolution of a crystalline field structure.

Prior to lying down on his pneum couch, Rhodan switched on all control instrunents.
The nost essential departnents of the giant ship becanme visible on the tiny screen. The
sound transm ssion was set for secret surveill ance.

He was listening in for a few m nutes on the conversations of the personnel on duty.
They were tal king about the six noons of the fortieth planet.

Sati sfied, Rhodan shut off the equi pment, which was neant exclusively for his use. He
could trust his nmen, there was no doubt about that. What he was concerned about were the
reactions and willingness of the Ferrons.

They wore dark brown cl oaks, reaching to their feet, such as were favored by the
all egedly wild and rebellious nountain dwellers of the planet Ferrol

Especially Bell's short, squat figure could be mstaken for a Sicha.

It was nore of a problemfor Rhodan. The fact was that there was a resistance
novenent on Ferrol against the humans ever since the Topide invaders had retreated in
headl ong flight.

There was w despread di ssatisfaction in the country because many didn't understand
why the Thort nmade such concessions to the strangers. Everyone wanted to express
gratitude, of course. Trade and its benefits were quite naturally also very wel cone.
However, some | eadi ng Ferrons opposed the establishnment of a trading base for nankind
which called for full sovereignty on its site.

It was argued that this would inevitably lead to a bastion of a foreign race, but
Rhodan insisted on this demand. It was up to the governnent of Ferrol to accept or reject
hi s request.

The contractual agreenment was inminent and it had started to seethe within the
opposi ng groups. The Ferronian tel evision system broadcasting froma centrally
controlled transmitter in Thorta, had conducted viol ent debates between official agents
of the governnment and representatives of the opposition. Eventually the decision had to
be made by the ruler.

Regi nald Bell was well-informed about these occurrences. He'd watched with the
great est concern and was shaki ng his head when Rhodan hinsel f had addressed all Ferrous
on the three inhabited planets via TV. Rhodan had rem nded themin no uncertain terns of
the aid his people had given them This had been badly received by the audi ence.

Bell had called this speech Rhodan's greatest error since establishing the New Power.
Rhodan had only sniled and di sm ssed the argunents of his advisers without further ado.

Now t here was a new and strange event in the offing after Rhodan's public statenent
was also printed in the daily press and magazi nes.

The two noons of the mmjor planet had di sappeared behind a heavy deck of clouds. Now

the last star stole away. Sudden gusts of wi nd heral ded one of those hurricanes which
weren't at all rare under the extrenme climatic conditions on Ferrol
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Vega had set bel ow the horizon a few hours ago. It had turned instantly cool. In the
opi nion of the Ferrons it was al ready ice-cold.

They were in a nost disreputable quarter of the capital, next to the industrial zone
in the suburbs where the spaceships were built. The last of the | ocal popul ati on was
fleeing fromthe upcom ng storm down steep stairs to cellar taverns which were a feature
of the nei ghborhood.

Rhodan, feeling chilly, scrutinized the narrow alley. The nmutant John Marshall was
tilting his head and listening into the dark night.

"I's he com ng?" asked Rhodan, keeping his voice low 'I don't feel |ike lingering
here very long. There are some unpl easant | ooki ng characters hangi ng around.'

"Just now one of themthought it would be better to get out of the way of the
Sichas.' Marshall |aughed softly.

Bel | was swearing under his breath. The outline of his weapon's spiralling barrel was
clearly visible beneath his cloak

"What a nad idea,' he conplained. 'In ten ninutes all hell's going to break | oose
around here. Couldn't Chaktor have picked a better place?

"Not really. W can't neet in a tavern, can we? He can't |let hinself be seen too
often on board the ship....John, watch out for Chaktor's thoughts. On ny advice he
officially joined the Ferronian resistance novenent. Try to catch the first inkling of an
eventual betrayal. In such a case the man woul d be usel ess for us.'

Bell turned around slowy. Hi s wide face under the hood covering his forehead was
al ar nmed.

'How was that? He belongs to the resistance group?

"That's right. Shh! Marshall hears sonething.'

Qut of the nenacing darkness a squat formloonmed into the dimlight of a |lantern.
Rowdy, discordant singing canme froma nearby tavern

The stranger stood still. He seenmed to sense that Rhodan had a telepath fromthe
Mut ant Corps with him
'Ckay, he's here,' whispered Marshall. 'Appears to be deeply worried. He feels very

unconfortable. Wshes to get out of this neighborhood as soon as possible. Nothing else.'

Rhodan fl ashed the |ight signal and the figure slipped closer. They recognized
Chaktor's face in a second. Then they found a wall and hid behind it. Marshall was posted
as |l ookout. It was well-nigh inpossible for anyone to approach the highly sensitive
tel epath wit hout being noticed.

"W'll have to hurry,' panted the Ferron. '| believe | was observed |eaving ny
glider. There are inforners all over the place.'

Rhodan came directly to the point. There wasn't nmuch left to say in a situation for
whi ch they'd prepared for weeks.

"Did you bring the w gs?'

Five of them It was very difficult to get these wigs. What do you need themfor?

Chaktor's eyes were nothing but bottom ess cavities in the dark. Bell tightened his
grip on the weapon. Down the street sonme men in uniform appeared. They seened to be
crewnen of a Ferroni an spaceship but they, too, soon ducked into the tavern

"You'l | find out,' Rhodan said evasively. 'Is your teamready?
"Yes, sir. | have twenty nen who've served under nmy command for years.'
"Rel i abl e?

"Absol utely, sir,' affirmed the Ferron. Wth an uneasy feeling he watched the shadowy
figure of the telepath. He knew only too well what to expect from Marshall.

' Chaktor, you nust trust us,' Rhodan said a little |ouder. You should know that |'m
not interested in interfering with the fate of your country. The resistance novenent is
completely wong. You'll never see any of ny people except those who'll be assigned to
the trading base. If your ruler hadn't requested our arnmed support, | would' ve
di sappeared from your solar system|ong ago.'

The Ferron silently stretched his open hands forward. It was a sign of agreenent.
Marshal | nodded unobtrusively. Evidently, Chaktor hadn't forgotten that he owed his life
to these nen. Rhodan had rescued hi mwhen he was drifting through space in his wecked
ship after the first encounter with the alien marauders. Ever since-that tine the
commander of the Ferronian destroyer had proved to be a very trustworthy ally.

"You can depend on nme, sir. Any instructions?

"You'll attack according to plan. Use your regul ar service weapons.'

Chaktor cringed and clenched his fist involuntarily.
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"Sir, they're absolutely deadly! Do you deliberately want to sacrifice your nen?

"W intend to do sonething about your thernb-ray guns. Don't get excited. You'll have
to get into action. It's very inportant that you spread the news of the incident as much
as possible. Don't assune that you can convince the Topide fleet commander with hal fway
nmeasures. W're bound to fail unless we coordinate all details with perfect precision.

Furthernore, we'll have to proceed in a strictly logical manner and remain within the
limts of credibility.'

' Sonebody's coming,' interjected Marshall. '"A patrol. They're going into the tavern.'

"Hurry up,' whispered Chaktor. "Shall | report to you after the incident? | was
present every day. The argunents have been heard as well as your speech.'

"Very well. That's all | wanted. It's enough for today, Chaktor. Can you go back
safel y?'

Seconds later, his thick-set form had di sappeared. Rhodan watched him notionl ess.

"Each word spoken here will save us a casualty,' he stressed. 'John, what was going
on in his mnd?

"No problemthere. He nmeant everything he said...That patrol's coning this way
agai n!'

Rhodan didn't waste any tinme. The nicro-atonpiles of their Arkonide protective suits
began to buzz and surround themw th antigrav-field which lifted themoff the ground.
Monents | ater three barely visible bodies flew over the low, flat-roofed buildings.

Far back, the radiant energy dome of Stardust |l filled the horizon. As the hurricane
began to break out in all its fury, a small inlet in the energy structure field was
opened for their admttance.

Khrest was waiting for Rhodan at the bottom hatch. The face of the Arkonide scientist
was serious and he was in a taciturn nood.

As Rhodan took off his cloak he exposed the special Arkonide suit he was wearing
underneath. Reginald Bell sounded off in an exceedingly sarcastic tone of voice:

"You've nissed a very interesting conversation, Khrest. |'d like to know why we have
a battleship of the Inperiumclass in fighting trim If it were up to ne...

"It's not up to you,' countered Rhodan. 'Khrest, have you exani ned the docunents
gave you?'

The Arkoni de nodded wi t hout speaki ng.

" And..?"

"The cal cul ations of the transition coordinates are correct, as well as all other
addi tional data about the solar systemin question. This star indeed has planets.'

'Pl ease nake a record of all this information on micro-tape. Use one of the regul ar
automatic reels. It shouldn't only | ook genuine but it nmust be genuine. Thank you!'

"You're playing with fire,' cried a femnmi nine voice. Thora had suddenly appeared. Her
pl ati num hair becane fluorescent in the dazzling Iight of the mighty defense screen

Rhodan turned his head. Wien he saw Thora's fascinating flashing eyes, he restrained
a smle.

"Mankind's played with fire since the beginning of history. Your ancestors, too, knew
how to take chances. That's how they attai ned their power. Thora, can | count on you?

She | ooked at himfor a long tine. Finally she nodded quietly, then added
reflectively:

"It looks as if you're really interested in saving the lives of your nmen. You're
taking a great risk.'

Rhodan didn't care to answer. The two Arkoni des had nmade up their ninds to play ball
and that was a relief to him

"Tell the three nutants to report to ne i mediately,' Rhodan instructed Bell. 'I'1l
be in ny cabin. Thereafter, we'll hold a briefing in the officers' ness.'

Bel | was perplexed as he watched his chief enter the bottom hatch

The three of themarrived together - two nen and a young, slender girl wth
l'ight-yellow skin.

André Noir, the plunp, pleasant Frenchman, was born in Japan. Wereas |shy Matsu was
a true daughter of her country, André had only acquired a few of the custons and nores.
He was a very inportant nenber of the Mutant Corps assenbl ed by Rhodan.

André was a so-called 'hypno.' After he'd graduated fromthe training canp on Venus,
he was capabl e of inposing his will on anybody.

John Marshall was the third of the trio. He was to take over the telepathic
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surveillance with the assistance of the Japanese girl.

Ishy Matsu felt a chill when Captain Klein entered the room All the other [|eading
men of the New Power were al so attendi ng the neeting.

Klein, nowin charge of fire control on board the battleship and an expert on alien
weapons, had already finished his preparations. H s face was bl ackened; the hairline on
his forehead was slightly singed.

As he entered, a pungent snell of burned synthetic fibers began to pervade the room
He was carrying three badly danmaged uniforns - the pastel green uniforns which Rhodan had
introduced for the forces of the New Power.

Two of them had ugly holes with burned edges at chest level. The third one | ooked as
if it had been accidentally dropped into an active atomc pile. Half of the upper part
was torn away. The synthetic material was charred and bli stered.

Rhodan came cl oser. He carefully exanined the unifornms laid out on the table. On his
lips was a smile but no anusenent.

"Beautiful, Kl ein. Good work. Does this | ook like the real thing?

The captain swall owed hard. He | ooked around with great indignation.

"Sir, if sonebody had been inside these uniforns, you' d have three very dead bodies
here. The little holes were nmade by genuine Ferronian ultra-rayguns. These weapons
operate with needl e-sharp therno-pul ses on the principle of ultra-high |ight
reinforcenment. We'll all famliar with these, | believe.'

"And what's that?' Bell wanted to know. Klein grinned a little.

"The big hole? This is a blast fromone of the nore refined products of the
Arkoni des. | set the focus on grade three. In spite of mnimal energy rel ease the
material boiled. If this |ooks phony, I'I1l-"'

' Ckay, very good,' interrupted Rhodan. Then he turned to the girl whose speci al
talents had been the result of radioactivity foll ow ng atonic expl osions and nucl ear

tests after Wrld War 1l1. She'd turned pale.
"Ishy, I'"'msorry, but I'll have to ask you to wear this horrible uniform Doctor
Haggard will prepare your skin so that it'll resenble severe burns. He'll do the sane

with the nanly chests of Marshall and André Noir. Don't you get pale, André!’
"Am | ?' gasped the stout nan, staring at the uniforns.

"Ishy, our plan is so timed that it nmust be followed to the second. You'll "flee" the
ship in a Ferronian air-glider. John and André will "pursue" you in a sinmlar craft.
You'll all carry Arkonide mcro-reactors under your clothing, which will enclose you in
i ndi vi dual defense screens. You can be sure that not a single ray will get through to

you.'

"W hope!' Marshall munbled with a frightened | ook which anmused Bell a great deal
Until now it was always Marshall who never | ost his nerve.

"You, John, will shoot at the "escaping" spy with your Arkoni de weapon. Take ai m at
the heart but be careful to use the | owest energy release. W want to be on the safe
side. Ishy Matsu will be shot by you at the exact nonent she | eaves the air-glider.
Thereafter, you and André will be attacked and shot down by insurgents fromthe Ferronian
resi stance novenent. As you fall down, you'll have to set off the little snoke grenades
so that the hit is visible and realistic. You're going to be carried off so quickly that
nobody can exam ne you closely. That'll be all. You won't have anything el se to do. Any
guestions? Anybody?'

Rhodan | ooked around slowy. He was unwilling to tolerate the nost mnute error.

"And what is the purpose of this exercise? inquired Doctor Haggard.

"I''"ll tell you later, Doc. | need uninpeachable and fully public evidence that three
nmenbers of my crew have been shot. John, you have the tallest and thinnest figure.
Therefore, you'll represent an Arkonide. Manoli wll stick one of these white-haired wgs
on your head. | want to enphasize that it nust be nade clear to the Ferronian public that
inthis incident not only two nmen of the auxiliary force have been killed but also a real
Arkonide. W'll see you all in tw hours. The two air-gliders are already waiting
out si de. Doctor Haggard, please go to work on the skin burn makeup. In the nean-tine, the
protective screen reactors will be made ready by Khrest.'

The neeting was ended wi thout any superfluous questions. Rhodan's daring gane with a
whol e planetary system at stake had begun with the painstaking precision of a nmissile
| aunchi ng.

The briefing of the officers and crewnen took place a little later. The nmen were
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given their instructions but nobody understood clearly what the mlitary objective was.
Rhodan concluded his remarks with inspiration

...1t serves to protect your lives and to prevent, if possible, any damage to our
val uabl e spaceshi ps. of course, you know that the invadi ng Topi des have to be eli m nated
fromthe Vega system 1'Il endeavor that this undertaking won't |ead to unnecessary
bl oodshed. Man's intellect is his nbst precious possession and it should be applied with
conpassi on. Thank you!'

That was all the assenbl ed team had been told. No wonder the w | dest runors were
flying in the nunmerous departnments of Stardust Il wi thin mnutes.

Meanwhi | e the nedi cal departnment of the battleship was bustling with activity.
Artificially grown pieces of skin were renoved from bi ochenical cultures and seared. Then
these artificial skin nmenbranes were glued to the perfectly healthy skins of the, three
nutants getting ready for action. Marshall didn't feel very well. He felt l|ike junping
out of his skin.

4/  TIME IS RUNNI NG OQUT

Two hours before - by Terrestrial tinme standards - the trenendous Vega had risen
above the horizon like a ball of fire.

Because Ferronian tinme standards were too conplicated, they' d agreed to use the
wavering shadow of a towering |andmark for their timng.

Chaktor, dressed in the anple, |oose-flow ng garnents of a dock worker, was watching
the narrow shadow cast by the antenna on top of the renpte control tower.

The spaceport was far to the east of him There was very little traffic where Chaktor
was standing. The wi de ride-wal k was al nost enpty under the burning giant sun.

Hs twenty men were strategically distributed under good covers. The col ossa
war ehouses hol di ng supplies for spaceships offered a reasonable pretext for the presence
of a few men who were standing around tal king to each other. Heavy trucks were | oaded
automatically and were driven to the spaceport where the nerchant fleet had been put back
into service.

The shadow was getting close to the sel ected post of the fence surrounding the
installations. The agreed tinme had been set for the exact noment when the shadow t ouched
t he post.

Chakt or kept an eye on the two air-gliders stationed nearby which were to bring him
and his nen to safety.

Chaktor heard a clicking signal fromthe mcro-radio which he carried under his w de
cape. He answered it softly without | owering his head. Ferronian sounds poured forth from
the tiny speaker. Chaktor tasted the saline saliva collecting in his nmouth. The
bi ochem stry of the Ferrons didn't pernmit any perspiration through skin pores.

The voi ce sounded firm but demandi ng and threat ening.

"W're waiting. You nust follow your orders. The vehicles are ready. Can you see
anyt hi ng yet?'

Chaktor knew that he couldn't afford to nake a false nove. It was the chief of the
resi stance novenent hinsel f. Nobody knew his nanme but it was no secret that he was placed
highly in the Thort's entourage.

"Nothing yet,' replied the spacefleet officer. '"I'"msure that she'll get here soon
My retreat has to be secured under any circunstances.'

"We're prepared for all eventualities. Good |uck!'

Wth that the short conversation was over. Chaktor |ooked at his nen, who knew t hat
he didn't really belong to the opposition group. This was al so a source of potenti al
danger. They'd have to vanish later without a trace.

He observed the wanderi ng shadow again. Just as the line touched the post, a small
flashing point cane into viewin the distance. Chaktor's posture stiffened. Hi s nen
gri pped the hidden service weapons. Pretending indifference, Chaktor wal ked past another
group of dock workers, keeping his face turned away. They were coning! Now was the tine
to find out how well or how badly Rhodan had pl anned this action.

Chakt or was an outstandi ng destroyer comander. Practically nothing could upset him
provi ded he was out in space. Here, on the planet's firmground, he felt insecure and
restricted. His sharp eyes were tracking the rapidly growi ng object. Then cane the shrill
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how i ng of the engines in the formof repeated breaki ng of sound-waves,

Chakt or qui ckened his step. Farther ahead, next to the wi de street, was an open,
uncl uttered space where the machi ne was supposed to touch down.

The snooth glider cane in like a shot. A young worman in torn uniformand a badly
burned face was at the unusual controls.

I shy Matsu knew that it was a daring venture and that the slightest m stake woul d
result in destruction and deat h.

She hastily grabbed the hand-sized nucl ear reactor built by the Arkonides. It had
been running for a few m nutes. The energy field it had created was barely visible, but a
keen observer woul d've noticed the faint glimrering. Thus, she was hoping that there was
no such observer present.

It was a gane with unknown and, therefore, unpredictable factors. Her face was bat hed
in sweat as she forced the Ferronian glider down in a steep curve. The towering
war ehouses cane into view Operating the energy controls with foot pedals and shifting
the forward brake-jets to a full counter-thrust, she noticed on the rear view observation
screen the approach of a scream ng object. She was gripped by panic fear.

If John Marshall landed a little too fast behind her, or if he shot a bit too early,
the whole plan, carefully calculated to the finest details, would fall apart.
She screaned | oud and shrill as her glider touched down rmuch too hard on the ground.

Overwhel ned by her subconscious refl exes, she turned on the full power of the four bottom
jets.

The machi ne rebounded fromthe ground, shot up a few yards and reeled into the air
until it came to rest after another bone-shaking jolt.

I shy Matsu's nunb, |inp body was hanging in the safety straps of the pilot seat. It
took a few seconds until she becanme aware of the sudden silence. Only sone slight
crackling noises of the strained materials could be heard in the small cabin of the
four-seater.

Still dazed, she sensed the thought inpulses of the Ferrons rushing around outside.
Naturally, the crash-landing had attracted people who weren't a part of the plan.

Seconds | ater she received Chaktor's characteristic waves. He was in utter panic.

Moani ng, she scranbl ed out of her seat and ki cked out the broken door of her cabin.
Once outside, she saw Ferrons runni ng around and al so sonme cowering with their hands on
weapons, ready to shoot.

Chakt or was shouting sonet hing she coul dn't understand because of the noi se nade by
all the onlookers. Yet she sensed that a dangerous situation had devel oped.

More falling than clinbing down, she reached the ground. At the sanme instant, the
engi ne of an identical glider roared above her. In contrast to her landing, it touched
down perfectly, quick and straining the linits of the materials, but skilful and with
masterful control. It wasn't the first time Marshall had flown one of these machines.

I shy began to run. Streaks of |ight were flashing around her through the shimering
air in the heat of Ferro. Screanming in horror, the dock workers retreated before the
rayguns of those twenty who'd junped into action

Chaktor had reacted with Iightning-fast speed. It had to be avoi ded under al
circunmstances that innocent people with a desire to help got hurt in the process.

Thus his nmen fired carefully-ai ned warning shots. Ishy had regai ned her conmposure. As
she stunbl ed, according to plan, and held up the clearly visible plastic container in her
hand, Marshall opened the hatch of the second glider.

He grasped the conplicated situation at once. Wthout a sound he pulled up the heavy
Ar koni de weapon.

The al nost inaudible hissing of the Ferronian ultra-rayguns was drowned out in the
deep thunder of the pul se-energy blasters. Air nolecules displaced by its force were
glowi ng along the trajectory. Ishy saw the blue-violet, infernally hot energy beam racing
toward her.

She didn't have to fake her piercing scream As the beam struck her body like a
flam ng claw and whirled her around with its inpact, in spite of the effective protection
of the defense screen, she resenbled a burning torch

Ishy fell to the ground, where she remmined still and quiet. She'd controlled herself
up to the last nonent but now she cracked under the tension.

Chaktor fired with cool deternination. Before Marshall could aimhis weapon again, he
fell alnost sinmultaneously with André Noir. The | ast shot fromthe hypno-nutant's weapon
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had turned the half-destroyed glider into a nelted mass of junk

More than fifty of the onlookers, fleeing in panic, had observed the Ferron in the
| oose cape pick up the contai ner which was thrown away with a last effort by the
stranger.

After a few nore warning shots, Chaktor's men junped into the waiting machi nes. They
gunned their engines and | eaped into the air; and three notionl ess bodies were |ying near
a glowing nass of nolten netal on the grounds of the warehouse depots.

Marshal | 's body was steaming. Qut of the corners of his eyes he | ooked at the curled
up body of the girl lying at a short distance. André was stretched out close to him

'Set off your snoke grenade, nman!' Marshal |l whispered, then, as snpke screened them
'Ckay, that's better. How s |shy?

"Unconscious,' replied André. 'Keep your left foot still. | hope there was nothing
wong with her energy screen.'
'Nonsense. Watch out - people are coming. Force themto stay away fromus till the

chief arrives. That's all we need now.'

Andr é' s uncanny hypnotic force began to take effect. The Ferrons who cane running to
their aid stopped in their tracks. Some of themreturned while others renmai ned undeci ded.

"Wl | done,' whispered Marshall. 'You can do it. You've |learned sonething, fatty. How
does it feel to be a corpse?

Andr é swore under his breath. Sonething exploded in the wecked glider which was
burning up and radiating a | ot of heat.

"Ch Lord, | hope the chief is conming soon,' groaned André. '| can't keep them back
nmuch | onger. They insist on hel ping us.'

"Five nore mnutes. Chaktor nust get away safely. Ishy is waking up. If she..

Marshal | stopped tal king. Holding his breath, he watched the sl ender Japanese girl.
She noved her hand slightly, but only once. Then she renenbered that a so severely
injured person would lie very quietly on the ground.

No, Ishy Matsu nade no nore mni stakes.

The face of a native appeared on the small visiscreen of the Ferronian set. This tine
Chakt or was wearing the gray uniformof the fleet again.

H s answers cane in a |l ow voi ce, concise and accurate. Rhodan was alone in his cabin
with all control instruments turned off while talking to his distant collaborator

"The Thort is deeply disturbed,' he said very softly. 'He ordered an investigation.
Watch out that you don't get caught.'

"Are your people all right?" inquired Chaktor nervously.

"OF course, everything's just fine. They've done a very good job. Nobody got hurt. Do
you have the reel with the infornation?

"Yes, it's already been evaluated but | kept it in nmy possession. Now |I'm one of the
| eaders of the resistance group

"Excellent. That's just what | wanted. Plan C goes into effect today. |I'll give
orders to start right away. WIl you please go to the canp now? What's the name of the
fellow t here?

" Chren-Tork. He was appointed for sonme tinme as a replacenent for the commander of the
Topi di an spacefleet. Cbviously a very inportant man. Qur soldiers captured himas he
attenpted to escape.'

"That's the nman we need. Is he smart? Can he think | ogically?

"Certainly. These people are practically made of pure logic. They don't know the
nmeani ng of the word "enotion."'

"So much the better. Please see to it that he'll find out about the anmbush agai nst ny
people. Slip himsone photographs of the all eged corpses. He has to formhis own opinion.
Don't talk too nmuch. This always makes it obvious. Be sure to nmake himsubtly believe
that you belong to the resistance novenent. After you' ve done that, please bring this
Topide in for ny interrogation.'

"I''"l'l have to overcone great difficulties. The prisoners are subject to a scientific
i nvestigation comi ssion.'

Rhodan's inpatient wave of the hand becane di scernible on the screen of the other
set.

"I'I'l take care of that with
to take the prisoner to ne. |'l
guestions?'

the Thort. I'lIl arrange with himthat you'll be assigned
demand to see himon board ny ship. Any other
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Chakt or gave a negative answer and Rhodan added sone final conments:

"W're getting down to business now. Don't |ose your nerve at the |ast nmonent, and
trust me. You have to keep in mnd that ny trading base is preferable to a Topide
i nvasi on from space. You know that your own spacefleet is inadequate. You're sinply not
up to the technol ogy and power available to these nonsters.'

Chakt or had experienced the truth of these remarks with his own body.

"I"lI'l switch off now. WAit for the orders which the Thort will give you today. Al
security precautions for you will be provided by me according to plan C. Thank you.'

Rhodan cut off the connection. The Ferronian mnicro-set was again hidden in the safe.
Seconds | ater he received the report fromthe officer on duty. Then Bell's face appeared
on a picture screen.

'"S-7 ready for takeoff.'

Rhodan arrived by way of the elevator in the central axis at the hangars for the
auxiliary ships. The S-7 stood ready to start in front of the big airlocks.

Fifteen nen - standing at attention - had |ined up before the bottom hatch of the
auxiliary ship. Major Nyssen |ooked fit and well-rested; so did his nen.

Nyssen sal uted sharply and made a clipped report. Rhodan held a short review

"Nyssen, | depend on you. Your ship has a range limt of about five hundred
light-years. Make your transition leap into interstellar space exactly according to the
comput ed coordinates. Use the full power of your radio transmitter. The key to the code
is known. Don't let anything induce you to send an uncoded nessage. That would be too
obvious. You'll return imediately after you've sent the nessage via hyperwave.'

Nyssen saluted. There was a trace of a smle around his thin |lips.

"Let's hope for the best. When ny nmessage is nonitored and the point of origin fixed,
our chances for success will be excellent.'’

"You'll be heard, you can bet on that. That's just what the other side is waiting
for. W'll do thema favor and |let them detect the "gal actic position" by carel essly
broadcasting directional transmn ssion waves. Now get going!’

Rhodan wat ched the ej ecti on maneuver through the airlock, which wasn't difficult at
all because the pressure in the battleship was the sanme as on the outside in the Ferro
at nosphere.

The huge S-7 was pushed out by a nmagnetic forcefield along energy tracks and, once
outside, fully automatic antigrav generators placed the ship imediately in a weightl ess
st at e.

Seconds | ater, the pulse-drive engines of the auxiliary ship began to roar. It shot
up into the norning sky with breathtaking speed. Wen the |ast runbling noise had died
down, the S-7 was far out of sight.

The Ferronian radio control stations verified the | aunching of an Arkoni de spaceship
of which they'd been previously advised. That was all there was to it. These flights were
daily occurrences and this special mssion didn't draw any attention.

Captain Klein was waiting in the control center

"A conference has been called in an hour at the Red Pal ace,' he reported. 'The
request cane through this minute.'

'Ckay. Please confirm Any news fromthe Ferrol Security Force?

"They're feverishly trying to apprehend the "assassins." The governnent is assailing
the ruthless opposition. The trade treaty is in the bag.'

"Two birds with one stone.' Rhodan | aughed happily. 'Thora, please set up the
si mul taneous translator. | expect visitors.'

She rai sed her eyebrows as she questioned: 'Visitors? Ferrons?'

'"No, other people. Are you sure that high-ranking Topi di an spacefleet officers are
fluent in Interkosnp?

"Definately. The Topides are governing the Orion-Delta system which is part of the
Great Inperium'

"Was part,' corrected Rhodan dryly. 'These fell ows gai ned the upper hand | ong ago,
and you let themget away with it. Don't you realize where this nust | ead? The Topi des
will gobble up the outlying planet sectors and will strengthen their econom ¢ and
political power structure, so they'll rank anobng the first-class powers. \What neasures is
your wonderful Arkon taking to counteract this nenace?

Thora remai ned silent. Khrest, the scientist, |owered his head before he replied
softly:

"We've lost the initiative of the human race. You know that."'
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"I had to remind you of it again. But you nust realize you can have confidence in ne,
Khrest. Tinme is running out. You rmust have strong and dependable friends. We're in the
same boat. You're not interested in having a reptilian race nibble away your
di sintegrating enpire. This nibbling will soon becone a voracious appetite. May | ask you
to follow ny instructions in the future?

5/ TRI CKI NG A TOPI DE

The Arkoni de conmbat robots weren't endowed with ambition. Feelings and inhibitions
were as foreign to themas they were inherent in thinking, organic beings. By contrast
the robots functioned by means of a carefully programmed positronic 'brain' where
everyt hing had been unalterably predeterm ned, which was of inportance for the four-arned
robot specialists.

Thus, it happened that the multi-jointed armnechanisns instantly assuned their
firing position as the individual sector of the positronic brain registered the first
nonhurman i npul ses.

Bel | frowned. A quick glance from Marshall informed himthat the individual he sought
was getting cl oser.

A Ferroni an guard sal uted. They wal ked past him crossed the next corridor and
st epped down to the round hall with the 'cages.'

Bell stood still. A pungent odor offended his nostrils. |If nothing else had proved
the difference, this alnmost painful snmell sufficed.

' Nobody shoul d use invectives for truly intelligent beings. It's not their fault if
they have different bodies. But this stench..!’

Bell swal |l owed hard and said no nore. Cautiously he stepped to the railing of the
circul ar wal kway.

The spraw ing prison was | ocated on the snaller of the two Ferrol noons. It was a
dead, conpletely sterile world from which an escape was inpossible without el aborate
techni cal equi pnent. The Ferrons had refused to house these prisoners, captured in the
count| ess battles and skirm shes of the |last war, on their own worl d.

However, the real reason for stationing these prisoners was noted with nixed
feelings. by Perry Rhodan Evidently, bio-nedical experts were conducted on the premni ses.
There wasn't much information | eaking out and the Thort pernitted no discussion of this
t opi c.

Bel | | ooked around the circular hall. These intelligent descendants of reptiles were
crowded into cells resenbling cages, which were secured by heavy | ocks and an
el ectrically charged grid.

Deaf ening mewl ing and whistling erupted fromthe cages. Strong, dark brown bodies
j unped agai nst the high fences.

"Feeding tine,' called out the canp commandant in a stentorian voice.

Marshal | cleared his throat. H s tanned face | ooked very inpressive under the white
wig. H s forehead, having been changed by application of plastic and cosnetics, | ooked
nmuch higher, so that the telepath took on the appearance of a genuine Arkonide. Bell
resented Marshall's stiff and dignified attitude.

Bel | renmenbered Rhodan's ribbing, that he could never personify an Arkonide. So he
pretended to be a cormmander of one of the countries in the Arkon col oni es.

"Do you think it's right to treat prisoners in this manner?' denanded Marshal
harshl y.

The prison commandant | ooked at hi mw thout understanding. The i dea was beyond the
conmpr ehensi on of a Ferron.

Chakt or gave out a warning sound and made an inploring gesture so that the nutant
dropped the natter. The feeding in the cages bel ow continued. It was an ugly and
depressi ng sight for hunans.

The conbat robot kept its weapon arns in a |lowered position. Cose by, at an even
| evel with the round wal kway, was a row of single cells which were better furnished and
even had sanitary facilities.

Signs witten in the Ferronian | anguage indi cated who was | ocked up behind the cage
doors.

Hi gh-ranki ng Topidi an officers who'd been captured one way or another were
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incarcerated in these single cells.

Bel |l prudently went closer. A dark-brown figure |eaped up froma rough bench. The
i ndi vi dual who was wearing strange insignia attached to a dark uniform stood w t hout
novi ng but poised to strike at the first sign of danger. The big glittering round eyes in
his fiat-squashed and hairl ess skull were watching intensely. The small body of about
average hunman height had two arns and two | egs. The uncovered parts of his body reveal ed
the scaly nature of his skin. H's hands were divided into six digits. The apparently very
| ong and narrow feet were encased in footwear resenbling boots.

This creature affected Bell and Marshall |ike an oppressive nightnare, however he was
endowed with superior intelligence. There couldn't be the slightest doubt about it, that
manki nd, at its present stage of devel opnent, woul d've been hopelessly lost in an
unexpected assault by this weird offspring of nature.

Bell turned pale. Wrdlessly, the representatives of two utterly divergent
devel oprments of |ife regarded each other with curiosity.

John Marshall, too, was greatly disturbed. Cearly, alnpst too clearly, did he
receive the thoughts fromthe alien's mind. It was filled with fear and pani c. Marshal
di vined that the Ferrons had i ndeed conducted atroci ous experinments with the Topi des.
Thi s danger ous | ooki ng descendant of reptiles froma solar system eight hundred and
fifteen light-years away was overwhel ned by fearful enotions.

"The name is Chren-Tork. High-ranking staff officer. A so-called "Tubtor," which is
the equivalent of a battle cruiser commander,' explained the Ferroni an canp comandant.

Bel |l stopped in front of the bars. The slender torso of the prisoner flexed for a
junp. Only Marshall recognized that this was nerely an instinctive gesture of defense.

Bell | ooked different fromthe bl ue-skinned Ferrons and the Topide felt a vague
danger.

Chren-Tork was alarnmed. His big eyes took everything in. As officer of the Topide
navy staff he was fully aware who was responsible for the terrible defeat. At |east he
realized that the sturdy, squat nman wasn't one of the Arkonides. They had hair and nore
el ongated torsos. Just the sane, Bell appeared to be a threat.

John Marshal |l suddenly stepped into view, which caused Chren-Tork to retreat in
frightful haste and with scared whistling to the farthest corner of his cell. Marshall
advanced a few nore steps.

Now Chren-Tork knew whom he was dealing with. This was a nenber of the Great |nperium
agai nst which the Topi des had rebelled in bloody wars. There was no sense in pretending
anynore. The envoy of the planet Arkon wasn't inpressed by his, Chren-Tork's, nenacing
appearance. The two races had known each other for thousands of years.

Wth his thoroughly pragnmatic |ogic Chren-Tork knew that he was inferior to the
Arkoni des in every respect and not solely as far as their gigantic spaceships were
concer ned.

"Chren-Tork, Tubtor of the Three Sun Realm' Marshall began coldly in fluent
Interkosmpb. He'd learned this interstellar Esperanto, conmmon throughout the gal axy,

t hrough the hypno-training nmethod of the Arkonides.

'"I's that who you are? Answer ne. | know perfectly well that you understand and speak
I nt er kosno. "'

The answer sounded shall and high. Even though the tone of his voice was |ike
whistling, his reply was clear and well-reasoned. He was an intelligent being.

"Wy do you ask this? It's quite obvious.'

"You're coning with ne. My conmander wi shes to interrogate you on board his ship.'

Chren-Tork was afraid that his |ast hour had conme. Hi s muscul ar body sagged agai n.

"I"'ma prisoner of these prinmitives here. You have no right.!"'

"OF course | do,' interrupted Marshall stiffly. 'You' re under the jurisdiction of the
Great |nperium Open up!'

This order was addressed to the prison commandant. Chren-Tork suddenly | ooked down
the barrel of a deadly weapon. He recognized the Arkonide disintegrator.

"Thi s weapon works quietly and very unobtrusively,' remarked Bell with a smirk on his
lips. He, too, had | earned Interkosno in a | anguage training course.

"Conme on out,' notioned Bell. "By the way, | conme fromthat world which you got m xed
up with the main planet of this space sector.'
Bel | | aughed derisively. The game was on. Marshall registered the instantaneous

attention shown by the Topide. He left little doubt that the Topide staff already had
nm sgi vings and had begun to suspect that a small error in their cal culations of the
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target area had occurred. They had, therefore, attacked the wong people.

Chren-Tork canme out to the wal kway. He was not actually walking, it was nore like a
suppl e novenent of his body as he advanced. Bell noistened his dry |ips. He caught
Marshal | 's wi nk and knew t hat the Topide had fallen for the ruse.

At the landing field Chaktor certified the transfer of the inportant prisoner. The
bureaucracy on Ferrol even surpassed the red tape on Earth and made it | ook trivial by
conmparison. It took ages before the prisoner was allowed to cross the transparent passage
into the hatch of the little spaceship.

M nutes |later they took off. The alien prisoner cowered on a fol ded-down seat in
front. The robot guard was watching himw th pointed weapon

The snmall nmoon was quickly | eft behind by the Ferronian commuter ship. Bell observed
for a few mnutes the display of light emitted by the first-rate guantum engi ne. Then he
turned apprehensively to Marshall.

'"Did he really bite? The guy gives ne the creeps.

"That's over for nme. He's afraid and that does it. Watch out, Chaktor's nmmking his
play.'

When t he Topi de heard the whispered words of the Ferron who was casual |y passing by,
he regained his calm |f he could have sniled, he would have done it now.

O course, Chren-Tork was infornmed about the Ferroni an resistance novenent. The
peopl e of the opposition group had seen to that in the prison canp on the satellite.

He followed the Ferronian officer with glistening eyes. However, he couldn't hear the
| ow voice of the vigilant tel epath: 'Ckay, they made the first contact. He believes that
Chaktor is hostile to the Arkonides.'

Bel | flopped down on his seat.

Alittle later the air of the planet Ferrol was noisily rushing by the hull

The sensor antenna on the upper donme of the battle-ship becane activated. Rhodan was
al ready given a report before the commuter ship had begun to nake its | anding.

"They' Il soon be here.' Khrest was worried. '|I hope you don't think that you can foo
an intelligent and shrewd Topide with nmere assertions and faked docunents. | know these
peopl e. They have no feelings. Any actions based on enotions nustn't be expected. If I,
for instance, would feel that it's better to | eave the Vega systemand to go where
there's nore of a chance, |I'd do so, but the Topides, never. You'll have to conme up with
a smarter trick, Perry.'

"Wait and see,' said Rhodan soothingly. 'So far, our operation's running snoothly.'

"You're a barbarian after all,' Thora shot back, |ooking very angry. You're worKking
with very unconventional nethods; primtive nmethods, | should say.'

Rhodan's face showed his faned bl and yet neani ngful snile.

"Very primtive,' he confirned cryptically. 'Nobody'd expect this froman Arkonide.
Didn't you just claimthat these fellows can only think logically? By virtue of this
ability they nmust recognize that ny little game is on the level.'

Thora's jaw fell open

Khrest expressed his surprise. 'A bold theory,' he interjected hastily. 'Are you
sure? You' re no Arkonide!’

"Wy do you think I got these wi gs? A Topide won't know the difference. For them an
Arkonide is very tall and very slim He has snooth skin, white hair on his head and
smal |, reddish eyes. 1'mgoing to |l ook exactly like that. Any nore objections?

Khrest was confused and didn't answer. Rhodan's reasoni ng had begun to weaken his
ment al resistance.

M nutes | ater the ship touched down and Bell announced hinself over the radio.

"Okay. Al clear over here. Don't be too polite. Chaktor's coning with us. He
comuni cated several tinmes with Chren-Tork. Oficially we haven't noticed anything.
Chren-Tork thinks by now that he's fairly safe.'

"He should. Hurry up!'

The interrogation had taken place in the control center of Stardust |l. Rhodan and a
few parapsychol ogi cal nmenbers of the Mutant Corps had sprung sone well -planned surprises
which in all probability would never be known to the Topide prisoner.

As Chren-Tork, nentally and physically fatigued, slipped out of the ship under the
robot's watchful eye, he hadn't the slightest idea that he'd been under the influence of
an Arkonide psycho-ray emitter for nore than an hour.

Next, it had been the turn of Kitai |shibashi, the Japanese nesneric nmutant. He had a
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talent for forceful suggestion. It was out of the question that the Topide staff officer
coul d ever detect that he didn't act of his own free will.

Neverthel ess, certain ideas had been firmy planted in his brain which conpelled him
to do exactly as Rhodan wi shed.

When t he nonhuman figure appeared on the picture screen of the outboard nonitoring
system Rhodan took off his exquisitely fitted wig with a |eisurely novenent. A hunman
observer woul d probably have recogni zed the white crown of hair as false but it would be
i mpossible for a Topide to make this differentiation. Rhodan was sure to have made a big
i mpression on the lizard.

Qut si de, Chren-Tork was | oaded into a ground vehicle by a Ferroni an guard-conmando
under Chaktor's orders. He was supposed to be taken back to the prison canp on the little
noon the follow ng day; but this had to be prevented according to Rhodan's schene.

"That was ny last contribution to this action,' nmunbled the chief, staring at the

television screens. "Nowit's all up to Chaktor. Al will be invain if they get wise to
hi mor decide to reject him'
"I't'Il be inevitable that we put the battleship into action,' Khrest added quietly.

"Incidentally, you gave an excellent performance as an Arkoni de commander.'

"I"ve always told you that hunanity is an adnirable creation; but man has to be
guided and led a little,' Rhodan said with a tired smle. 'W have a trenendous
potential, many gifts and talents; all we need is a little time to devel op our
capabilities. That's why the Topides can't be pernmitted to discover the Earth, at | east
not until mankind is nmature and unified. Consequently, these beings have to be driven out
of the Vega system W're now observing frequent structure shifts in the normal state of
four-di nensi onal space. That neans these reptiloids are busily flying around. In a few

hours we'll find out if our efforts have been successful .’

"And if not..!’

' Then we have no other choice. W'd have to | aunch a nost vigorous attack.' Rhodan
spoke sonberly. 'O course, we'll have to put in an appearance anyhow. It's essenti al

that we back up the activities of our agents. In any case, it won't be such a serious
matter as it would ve been without our preparations. Don't you agree?

Khrest said nothing. He was unable to keep up with Rhodan's schenes. He deci ded that
only people from Earth were cunni ng enough to play such conplicated ganes.

Qutside, the Topide staff officer was driven away in a Ferronian nmlitary vehicle. He
was now utterly. convinced that Rhodan's native world was |ocated in the sol ar system of
Capella, forty-five light-years away. Supposedly, Rhodan cane fromthe fifth pl anet.
Astronautical charts and docunents referring to these details had been carefully prepared
and smuggl ed into the hands of the opposition group by the nutants Marshall, Noir and
| shy Mat su.

Now Rhodan relied on Chaktor's skill to convince the Topides on the six nobons of the
fortieth planet that it would be advisable to invade the world of the humans in a
surprise attack in order to elimnate this source of danger once and for all. After that

it would be easy for themto take care of the relatively hel pl ess Ferrons.

Were those Topides really such cold, logical thinkers as Khrest clainmed? If it was
true, Rhodan's plan was bound to succeed - he'd considered any and all conceivable
circunmstances and nothing was |left to chance.

It would have been nmuch sinpler to deploy the Arkonide battleship in an onsl aught.
However, any nunber of unpredictable accidents could have happened and if he'd thus
risked Stardust |1 it might have suffered such disabling danage that, as a consequence,
the very existance of mankind on Earth woul d have been inperiled.

The tinme hadn't cone yet when Rhodan coul d take such chances; mankind's capability
and technical resources to build spaceships of the Stardust type hadn't evol ved yet,
Rhodan kept telling hinmself with painful clarity. He had to bide his tinme neanwhil e.

Absent mi ndedly his fingernails were crunbling away the artful buildup on his
forehead. Doctor Haggard had done a masterful job.

"We'I'l have to establish a departnent for nakeup artists in the Mutant Corps,' he
nused al oud. 'Bell, make a note of that. W have great experts on Earth |ike Piercenvore,
Reerdon, Smthdik."

Then he wal ked wi th droopi ng shoul ders across the wi de control center, his nen
wat ching him He stopped in front of the arnored panel of the personnel exit and | ooked
at his watch.

"Clear the ship for takeoff. W're going to push into the systemshortly before
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sundown. W'l use everything we've got, Captain Klein!'
The trimofficer stood at attention, his face show ng profound respect.
"Sir?

"Report to the Thort of Ferrol. Advise himthat | consider it absolutely essential to
undertake a reconai ssance flight with our mghty battleship. Qur survey of the
structure-field nmeasurenents indicates the 'strongest probability that the Topides are
about to launch a surprise attack on the ninth world of the system Have himinformthe
Ferroni an defence posts. W'I| start exactly two hours before sundown. '

Kl ein saluted wi thout a word.

"One nore thing!' Rhodan displayed his deternined snmile. Bell knew that hard
expression in his |ight eyes.

"Chaktor's going to flee in a Ferronian destroyer after nightfall. He'll take the
Topide with him Naturally, it would be conpletely logical to try to explain his
successful escape.'

"What do you nean by that, please? gasped Thora, failing to conprehend Rhodan's
pl otti ng.

"Illogical if we and our swift battleships were present on Ferrol,' Rhodan
enlightened her gently. 'Chaktor wouldn't get very far in that case. Qur acceleration
rate is a thousand tines faster and our punch a million times stronger. You can't be
serious if you think that the Topide fleet commander woul d believe for one mnute that
Chakt or coul d escape against our will with his puny ship. He couldn't do that if he had a
ten hour headstart. Consequently, we need an alibi to justify the success of his getaway.

If we're not here, we can't pursue him it's as sinple as that. Bell, we'll push off wth
so nuch power and noi se that everybody, including Chren-Tork, can hear us, if we have to
turn this spaceport into rubble. W want to nmake sure that we'll win this gane.'

Rhodan nodded to the silent nen and left.

"Dam it!' Klein swrre lustily. 'l wouldn't have thought of that!’

Bell squinted at the |ight panels above. Then his nostrils flared. 'His brainis
slowy turning into a calculating machine,' he remarked in resignation. 'Soon |'l

believe nyself that Rhodan will nake suckers out of these reptiles...Now, if Nyssen is
broadcasti ng, as planned, that an arnada of spaceships is on the way to the Vega system
the Topide fleet commander ought to get pretty sick. If | were in his shoes, 1'd clear

out of these six uninportant noons and try to beat us to the punch by junping on our

al l eged hone world in an unexpected of fensive. Mreover, every strategist on ny staff
woul d advise ne to take advantage of the tenporary weakened defense of the planet because
of the absence of its strongest battleships. A devilish plan; and risky, too.'

"To begin with, Nyssen's nessage transmni ssion has to be picked up,' explained Thora
somewhat ironically. You seemto be of the opinion that all human scheming will succeed
without fail.'

Bell treated her to one of his soul ful |ooks.

"You'll never learn,' he sighed. 'If Rhodan had anything to say in your almghty
| mperi um your sl eepy-headed conpatriots woul d be astoni shed. Believe ne, they'd wake up
ina hurry fromtheir artistic daydreans.'

Thora left the room leaving Bell grinning fromear to ear.

6/ BEYOND | MAG NATI ON

Tako Kakuta, the man with the astoundi ng nastery of personal teleportation, had
| eaped into the prison about one hour after sundown.

At the sane nonent, the Japanese nesneric nmutant gasped in horror. Chaktor's nen had
acted exactly according to plan except that they neglected to follow the strict orders to
spare the life of the innocent guards.

Tako's Arkoni de conbat suit made himinvisible to normal eyes, due to the built-in
light-refraction field. He was standing in a hidden conmer of the small guard station
whi ch served as a transitory prison.

There were only a few cells and the Topi de was kept in one of them Tako Kakuta saw
the guards slunp down. The pul se-energy shots of the Ferronian ultrarayguns were blinding
but al nbst noi sel ess.

Tako wanted to shout to express his horror but before he could do so Chaktor cane
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rushing al ong the narrow passage. The cell door was forced open. Chren-Tork, in a state
of extrene agitation, appeared in the doorway, and Tako was able to listen to bits and
pi eces of the hasty conversation between the Ferronian space officer and the Topi de who
spoke Ferronian well. The Topi des al so used special teaching nmethods for the study of
al i en | anguages.

Tako noved cl oser. Nobody saw nor heard him Chaktor didn't know either that Rhodan
had assi gned one of his nmutants to this secret surveillance.

"You have a choice,' Tako overheard the strained voice. 'You know through the nedi a

of television that we're opposed to the stationing of Arkonides on our planets. |'m
acting on behalf of the resistance novenent. If | help you to escape, |'mrisking ny
neck.'

'"Has the Thort been inforned?" asked Chren-Tork, weighing the situation carefully.
"No, we're going to overthrow himas soon as we've cone to an understanding with your
fl eet coomand. W don't want you nor the Arkonides here. |If you sign an agreenent to

| eave our solar system we'll help you to defeat your enem es decisively.'
"I have no authority to comrit our fleet.'
"I"'maware of that. |I'moffering you gal actonautic docunents with the exact

astronom cal position of the planet fromwhich the Arkoni des have arrived here. The fact
is that they don't cone from Arkon but fromone of its colonies which has won its
i ndependence t hrough Rhodan.'

"That explains this extraordinary zeal,' whistled the Topide excitedly. 'W've been
wondering about it. On Arkon, they've been asleep for a long tinme. If you help ne to gain
ny freedom |'Il guarantee you a hearing and negotiations. Do you have a fast spaceship
avai l able."’

"I have a new destroyer at ny disposal. Rhodan took off before sundown for the ninth
pl anet. Do you know that we've obtained those gal actonautic docunents froma fenal e
Arkonide traitor? I'mbeing frank with you.'

"I'"ve heard about it. The news was all over the prison. Let's not talk any |onger.'

"I insist on a guarantee that you'll withdraw fromour system' repeated Chaktor
stubbornly. "Wthout it, it would be senseless to set you free.

"I give you ny assurance,' acknow edged the Topi de officer.

Tako Kakuta | aughed grimy. The situation was too transparent to be taken seriously.
The Topide was nortally afraid and woul d have ageed to anything under the circnstances.

"Don't try to deceive us. You nust deal with us, not with the Thort. He's too weak
and yielding. W prefer to cone to terns with you rather than tolerate that Rhodan takes
over our world conmpletely. I've learned fromreliable sources that Rhodan has nobilized
his space-fleet. It's now proceeding toward our stellar constellation. You'll be dooned
if you don't | eave i mediately.'

Chren-Tork was swept away in a wave of panic by this unforeseen disclosure.

"Proof!' he cried.

"You'l | get it. Well, is everything settled between us?' Tako saw that Chaktor was
still keeping his weapon trained on the Topide. The hurried conversation stopped as
suddenly as it had begun, with the Topide's nod of agreenent.

Chaktor didn't even glance at the dead bodi es of the guards. Rhodan had provi ded him
with an Arkoni de psycho-beamenmtter with which he coul d have incapacitated the nen
wi t hout harm However, he'd apparently run into unexpected conplications.

The Ferrons di sappeared with the Topide staff officer whose rank was known as Tubtor.

Tako waited a few nore minutes. Then he concentrated his thoughts on a point on the
peri phery of the spaceport and dematerialized by neans of his unprecedented nenta
powers. It was a 'transition' of his body to another place. The Arkoni des had | ong known
that energy units of the fifth dinmension could be manipul ated by parapsychol ogi cal
forces, but it was extraordinary that an Earthman shoul d possess this ability.

A faint glinmer appeared in the spaceport. Tako Kakuta materialized again near the
| aunchi ng pad where Chaktor's brand- new destroyer was waiting.

Here, too, everything seened in good order. The guards had been informed that Chaktor
was to start for a short reconnai ssance flight.

Tako felt chilly in spite of the light-refraction field around him Heavy cl ouds were
begi nning to formagain over the nearby nountains. The tine for the usual daily storm had
al nost cone.

As the first gusts of wind how ed across the landing field, Chaktor arrived in a
glide-car. Seconds later three Ferrons had faded into the egg-shaped hull of the little
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spaceshi p. One of themwas conspicuously taller than his conpani ons.

Before the ship with thundering aft engines streaked into the dark sky, the nutant
had pull ed back. He felt the short heat wave and was blinded by the dazzling |ight
effects. Finally, he heard the runbling dying away in the distance.

Tako had seen enough. The escape had been nicely carried out. He returned with a
short transition-junp to the | ow building which Rhodan had erected at the edge of the
defense screen. At this tinme the energy done was non-functioning. Tako could enter the
obl ong room unnol est ed.

| shy Matsu, the expert telepath of the Mutant Corps, |ooked up. She'd al ready
percei ved Tako's brain waves sonme tine ago.

"That was quite sone noise out there. Did it cone off all right?

Tako nodded silently. Then he sat down before the visiphone set which worked faster
than Iight. The Arkoni de hypercom could contact the battleship far out in space.

As the stormturned into a hurricane and heavy rain poured down, Tako Kakuta began to
talk into the m ke

"Calling Stardust |1, Kakuta speaking. Calling...

The fighter robots standing in front of the door made sure that no one disturbed the
two | onely people. Everything was qui et outside except for the storm The flight of the
Topi de hadn't yet been detected.

Kakut a' s nmessage had been received on board the Stardust three hours ago. The
enornously efficient instrunents of the battleship had even pinpointed the fleeing
destroyer, though it was nore than thirty mllion mles away in the interplanetary space
of Vega.

The ninth planet was tracing its predetermined orbit far fromthe flaning giant sun.
The battl eship was al nost at a standstill in the deep black void between the planets.

Rhodan knew that the novel destroyer of the Ferrons woul d require approximtely
twenty-two hours of ship time to reach the sinple velocity of light. Qher Ferronian
shi ps took one hundred hours to get there. Consequently, it was well-nigh inpossible for
the Ferrons to catch up with Chaktor. There was no danger whatsoever in that respect.

However, Rhodan couldn't return to the main planet yet. By now the prison break had
been di scovered. Takuta reported via hypercomthat the Thort was in a desperate nood and
trying frantically to teach Rhodan by radio. Since the Ferrons didn't possess the
superfast tel econs, Rhodan was in a position to elude them He neither heard nor saw
anyt hi ng.

The nonitoring screens of the gigantic battleship were in full operation. The three
hundred nmen of the crew were on restricted alert for possible battle action.

However, full alarm had been evoked for the personnel in the comrunication center
Here, each station was manned doubl e.

Rhodan was standing in inexplicable and nerve-wacking calmin front of the diagram
screens of the Arkonide structure sensors. They were highly efficient inplenents for
measuring and |l ocating the structral disturbance of the normal four-di nensional space
i nduced by any force.

So far the sensors had reacted repeatedly. They all came fromthe direction of the
fortieth planet of the system Judgi ng by these observations, the Topi des were
continually fortifying their position. The incomning ships undoubtedly brought
reinforcenments fromthe eight hundred and fifteen light-years distant Topi de system

Rhodan was waiting with steadily growi ng inpatience. Eight hours alter Chaktor's
escape, the powerful hypercomreceivers finally began to operate. |nstantaneous
positronic cal culations confirmed that the hyperwave transmni ssion originated precisely in
the space sector where the honme world of the Arkoni des was presuned to be |ocated. The
beam canme fromthe Capella system

At least this had to be assunmed if one followed the extension of the fictitious |line
bet ween the suns Vega and Capella. The signal strength of the transmitter on the
auxiliary ship - utilizing its full energy - had the right intensity to infer that a
station on a Capella planet could have sent the nmessage.

Rhodan went stiffly to the automatic coding machine. His face was devoid of any
expressi on.

Unperturbed, he remained in front of the decoder. The positronic was working to
deci pher the intercepted sequences of synbols. They'd selected a very intricate and
devi ous code. On the other hand, Rhodan knew full well that the conplicated code was
known to the eneny ever since the tine it had been used by the fleet of the G eat
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| mperi um

Attention! Deciphered nessage as follows ...cane the text fromthe nmechano-printer

Admiral of the Fleet Nyssen to the Exalted Chief Adm nistrator Rhodan. Received
Courier Order No. 3/ 1219. S-7 under command of Captain Tsen returned safely. State of
al arm decreed on Capella 5. Fleet in readiness, target area noted. Transition coordi nates
comput ed and programmed. Avail able battle forces: 22 battleships, Inperiumclass; 31
battl e cruisers, Arkon class; 77 light cruisers, 105 smaller units. Starting in 7 tantas
Gl acto-tine Standard. Request further orders and confirmation of ny nessage. End
nmessage.

The sane text was transmitted sinmultaneously through the | oudspeaker in the |arge
room

Rhodan | ooked around as if uninterested. It took a few nonents until the speechl ess
listeners detected his grin.

"What do you know! Nyssen has pronoted hinmself to Admiral and ne to Exalted Chief
Adm ni strator.'

"I'"ve never seen such inpudence!' screanmed Thora, conpletely beside herself and
trenmbling all over. 'How do you dare use the venerable titles of nmy country for your
pur poses? You barbarian! You underdevel oped thing! wll . .l'

She fell silent when she saw Khrest shruggi ng his shoul ders. The great scientist was
sitting on a swivel chair beside the red-haired nenber of the human race, hiding his face
in his hands. Bell bellowed in a manner that would have earned little respect and honor
for the Security Mnister of the New Power.

Thora recoiled in disgust. Her beautiful eyes sparkled. This was too nuch for her.
And worst of all, even Khrest was forgetting his dignified attitude.

"I hate you!' she cried, her face flushed with anger.

Captain Klein escorted the Arkoni de wonman, who'd gone conpletely to pieces, Qut of
t he comuni cation center.

' Thank God,' sighed Rhodan. 'Isn't she wonderful? At | east she's honest, and | al ways
appreciate that. She could be a woman from our planet.'

Khrest | ooked up suddenly. A faint snile adorned the Iips of the old man

Perry, that was the finest conplinment you could ve paid to a woman of ny race.

Real ly."'

Never before had the nmen seen their conmander so enbarrassed.

"Forget it, please,' said Rhodan, choking slightly. There was a gleamin his eyes.
Then he abruptly turned around to the radio technicians of the hypercomtransnitter, to
whom he indicated the answering nessage be sent via beam transssion:

Rhodan to Admiral of the Fleet Nyssen. Rush all preparations and take off
i Mmedi ately. Order Stage One alarm Be ready for nassed attack on Topide units.
Rendezvous in vicinity of 38th planet of Vega system Courier ship to return at once. End
massage from Rhodan, Chief Adm nistrator on Capella 5.

M nutes | ater the coded nessage was racing fromthe powerful beamtransnmitters of the
batt!| eshi p. Everything possible had been done.

"I"'mgoing mad,' munbled Bell. Wth how many battl eships is Nyssen dropping in?
Twenty-two of thenf |isten, chief, | nust say..

"Cut it out,' interupted Rhodan quickly. 'W've cone to the crucial point. Has
Nyssen's nmessage been picked up on the six noons? From a technical standpoint it's safe
to assune that it can be done. Nyssen has noved five hundred |light-years out into space.
The scattering effect of the beamover this distance was sufficient. Since the Topides
are famliar with the code, Chaktor will find the ground well prepared on his arrival. If
he hands over, on top of that, the docunents purporting to show the position of our hone
world, 1'd have to see the fleet commander who doesn't take i medi ate action. W' re going
to beat them precisely because they're always such |ogical thinkers. That'll be the end
of it. W can't afford to exchange any nore than these two nessages. That would only
serve to create suspicion.'

"What if the Topides failed to receive the message or were unable to decode it?

i nqui red Khrest, who was still worried.

"But they did get it! They've cracked the code, although we don't have to know it.
There's no reason why it shoul d make t hem suspi ci ous. Furthernore, the nust realise that
we can't originate fromtired Arkon, where nobody is left with enough anmbition to
undertake such a venture. |f the Topide admiral is smart, he'll leave in a great hurry.
He's well aware that he has nothing to match our Stardust. Wat a calanity he'd be in if
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he were to wait for a whole fleet of these col ossal ships!'’

7/ AS | F THE UNI VERSE HAD COVE TO AN END

Ferrol, the eighth planet of the Vega systemand the nain world of an intelligent
race, required barely twenty-four hours of Terrestrial tine to put all available el enents
of its fleet into space.

It was a vast quantity of those egg-shaped spaceshi ps which had perforned so poorly
under the first onslaught of the Topides. They weren't equi pped with the energized
def ense screens. The armanent was unsati sfactory since they had none of the beam cannons
whi ch functioned with Iightning-fast pul se-energy effects. Only a very few units had been
fitted out with Arkoni de therno-weapons.

Besi des, the Ferronian ships were too slow and nmuch too cunbersone for the
i ndi spensabl e maneuvers. Al nbst ninety-nine percent of the ships on hand needed one
hundred hours of Terrestrial time to attain the sinple velocity of light. This was
because of the | ow density application of quanta inpul ses. The inconparabl e dependability
of the proven engines represented little advantage.

The Thort had | ooked upon Chaktor's desertion as a great historical catastrophe.
Whi | e Rhodan was out in space on Stardust |1, the Thort called for a merciless
i nvestigation by the police and Secret Service on Ferrol and the neighboring col ony
Rof us.

The existing opposition group had committed crimnal acts to overthrow the | awful
governnent of the Thort.

However, Rhodan wasn't present during these searches. Mreover, he didn't consider it
advisable to informthe Thort at this time that Chaktor was acting as 'double agent.'
This matter had really nothing to do with the resistance novenent.

Thus the fleet of Ferrol had fornmed its echel ons deeply staggered in space. They
anounted to nothing nore than a pitiful, technically inadequate reserve for a single
Arkoni de battleship which, at full thrust, reached the speed of light within ten ninutes.

In the trenmendous expanse of the Vega constellation the fortieth planet was situated
at a nmean distance of twenty-eight billion mles fromits sun. In free fall and at 99.5
percent of the sinple velocity of light, it would take the Stardust - including the
accel eration and braking operation - about 48.8 standard hours tine to travel to the
fortieth satellite

A transition in the region of the hypercontinuumin the fifth di nensi on woul d have
taken only a nonent but Rhodan had to give up the idea in the scope of the overal
pl anning. It would have been extrenely foolhardy to leap to the six noons with just one
spaceshi p. There was no way of knowi ng how nmany of the Topide units had been assenbl ed
t here.

Naturally, the fleet of the aliens didn't stand a chance agai nst the Arkonide
supergiant. Unless they accidentally scored a hit. Only a stupid accident or malicious
fate could nake the Topi des victorious.

But Rhodan had to take all possibilities into account. He couldn't exclude the
possibility that the Topi des m ght have captured a few other Arkonide spaceships. After
all, they'd seized the Stardust Il and had held it tenporarily.

This refl ection had been the principal reason for the very involved, deceptive ruse.
he' d devi sed. Although the super-battleship was adequately nanned, there was on the other
hand, not sufficient nanpower to spare for the concurrent deploynment of the eight
avail abl e auxiliary ships.

His crew of three hundred trained nen was just enough to handl e the battl eship
properly. The big auxiliary ships had to remain in their hangars. At best, he could have
managed a lightning-fast sortie of a space fighter group but these pilots would have been
nmssed in the full performance of the ship's operation.

These were truly problens which couldn't be solved in an off hand manner.

The spherical giant had advanced beyond the orbit of the thirty-ninth planet in
slightly over forty-eight hours. The bright point of Nunber Forty already glittered on
the contour screen of the |ocation sensors.

The mat hemati cal eval uation of Chaktor's flight had been determ ned. The positronic
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computer on board had accurately calculated the data. There was no margin for error in
this respect.

Consequent |y, Chaktor's destroyer had been passed, notwithstanding the fact that he
had twenty-four hours headstart. \Whereas the Stardust |l was still proceeding close to
the speed of |ight, Chaktor had al ready been decelerating for the |ast twenty hours.

This neant - according to the evaluation - that the radi o nessage he'd sent to the
Topi de fl eet commander had been received forty-four hours prior to his own arrival

These forty-four hours were the time-differential between the accel eration and
decel eration rates and the radio transm ssion at the speed of light, a factor which
hadn't been overl ooked on the Stardust.

The auxiliary ship S-7 under the conmand of Major Nyssen had returned to Ferrol
shortly before Rhodan's start. Nyssen had strained the engines of his little ship to the
limt. However, both of the high-grade transitions had been performed perfectly. Rhodan's
answer through the hypercom had been heard - loud and clear - on board the S-7. So the
order for the immediate start of the alleged Capella fleet should have been picked up on
the fortieth planet.

It was a desperate situation with many unknown factors. The pressure was nounting
steadily for the urgent solution of the precarious equation. The Topides had to be
conpel l ed to evacuate the Vega systemnow, or they would find the Earth sooner or |ater.

Perry Rhodan had taken up his position at his battle station an hour before. The
optical nonitoring screens of the scanning systemwere glowi ng before him The tota
surveillance al so included the contour screen panels of the variable energy |ocators and
the ultra-1ight-speed sensors.

They already delineated the fast-nearing planet sharply and accurately. Far behind
the ship - shrunk to a harnless |ooking ball of light - the superstar Vega appeared
suspended in the deep bl ack void of the universe.

Only the highly sensitive instrunments were able to differentiate the fortieth planet
fromthe countless other points of lights. There were billions of suns in the gal axy. The
profusion of stars was filling the field of vision. Anong the nmultitudes was also a world
which had no light of its ow. This was Planet Forty, the huge icy sphere which received
but little warmh fromthe distant Vega

'Brake retardation in eight seconds,' rang out the netallic sound of the automatic
navi gati on control | oudspeaker.

Rhodan | ooked upward. The array and conplexity of instrunents and control nechani sms
was bewi |l dering. Nonetheless, it was in Rhodan's power to control from his high-backed
pil ot seat the nobst inportant operations. Next to him in the copilot's seat, sat
Regi nal d Bel | .

Captain Klein had assumed command of the firing control center. Khrest and Thora were
assigned to a positronic conputer for specific applications such as instantaneous
eval uati on of sudden occurrences fraught with danger. The nutants were waiting, ready for
action, at their reserve posts in the control center.

Al'l essential departnments were hooked up to the snmall control screen panels in front
of Rhodan's seat. The engine control room had already given the all clear signal sone
time ago. The energy center was set for manual operation and the weapon turrets had been
slid out.

Thus, the snmooth unbroken line of the hull's curvature had been studded w th nunerous
bul ges and protrusions. There were no personnel whatsoever in the turrets, since al
firing was directed automatically by Captain Klein. He was aware that he was holding in
his hands the greatest power of all tinmes. H's control panel was of such linited size
that it made an al nost |udicrous inpression but, belying its appearance, every button
could bring death to mllions. The Arkonides had created veritabl e nonsters when they
built these vessels of the Inperiumclass. They were capabl e of destroying entire worlds
and i ndeed had been used to establish the interstellar enpire of the Arkonides.

At the end of exactly eight seconds the mighty body of Stardust Il began to
reverbrate. Power Stations | and Il had all reactors running at maxi nrum out put. Mnents
|ater, flashing light signals indicated the generation of the required pressure
absorption field.

Rhodan handl ed the controls with steady novenents of his hands. He could have done it
in his sleep. On the |argest of the observation screens before himhe could see the space
sector directly ahead of the ship.
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"Orientation Section to Cormander,' the call canme over the | oudspeaker. 'Eneny ships
in red zone thirty-two degrees, vertical green eighteen point five degrees; sixty-two
units identified, close formation. Positronically conputed speed twel ve hundred seventy
nm | es per second. Stop.'

Rhodan was unperturbed. He didn't seemto notice the sweat on Bell's forehead.

The Arkoni de pul se-drive engines in the bul ging equatorial rimof the battleship
began to roar. Conplicated nuclear reactions were automatically regulated in each engine
with such precision that full synchronization was nmaintained at all tinmes. There wasn't
the small est deviation nor the slightest vibration as a result.

Nobody felt the inertia forces which were brought into play by decelerating the
thrust at three hundred niles per square-second. The field absorbers held the effective
rate of gravity to one G the normal value on Earth.

Aittering floods of |ight beans were shooting into space. The expelled particles
were as fast as light but the ship's velocity was decreasing by the second.

A strange phenonenon could be observed. As the Stardust Il was travelling close to
the speed of light, it looked as if the pul se-energy beans were glued to the aperture of
the energy-field jets. The nore the ship slowed down, the farther the streans of |ight
streaked forward, until they finally faded into space.

After a long quiet flight, Stardust's machi nes had suddenly turned the ship into a
frenzied giant.

Rhodan switched his controls with a flick of the finger, causing intricate chain
reactions. One push of the button activated the interconnected automatic sw tchbox which
was carefully programred to convert one electric inmpulse into a nyriad detail ed separate
functions.

More and nore power generators came alive. Never before had the crew experienced the
battl eship in action. This was the first tine!

And so they watched the raging spectacle in great awe. Once nore new reports cane
fromthe orientation Section

"We're plunging straight into them' said Bell over the radio. This was the only
means of communi cation possible in the pervading din. All nmen were wearing the studded
conbat radio helnmets with mcro-receivers and transmtters. The officers had, in
addition, visiscreens for interpersonal conmunication.

' They know that, too,' replied Rhodan curtly. 'I'd like to see how nmuch respect they
have for us. Captain Klein wait for permission to fire. orientation Section, did you
identify Chaktor's destroyer?

"Far behind us is a single ship trailing in space. Evaluation of energy out put
i ndi cates quanta-drive engi nes.'

"That's him W' re going to push through their line. Wen Chaktor arrives, we'll be
very busy. The Topides will want to give hima safe escort.'

Over the speakers of the radio helnets came a sigh, followed by Khrest's voice:

"Don't risk everything, Perry! How do you know that Chaktor's radi o nessage about his
escape has been properly appreciated by the Topi des?'

"Intuition, prenonition, sixth sense, call it what you |like. Human bei ngs have
sonmet hing of the sort. |I'msure they know on the six noons that a fleet fromCapella is
approaching. If I'"'mnot badly nistaken the only reason for holding their lost position is
their desire to wait for Chaktor and the escaped Topide officer, and it's for this
pur pose alone that the fleet commander called out the greater part of his avail able
forces...Klein, permssionto fire in three ninutes. By that tine we'll be within ten
i ght-seconds distance. Khrest, will the density range of our beam weapons be effective
over this distance?

"You'l | be surprised,' Thora's voice came through. 'You're playing with powerful
i nstrunents about which you know next to nothing.'
"W'll see about that,' pronised Rhodan. His face was an expressionl ess mask and his

eyes were glued to the frontal screen. The brief radioed instructions ceased; only the
titani c machi nes kept on droning.

The body of Stardust |l had been surrounded for sone tinme with the five-di nmensi ona
def ense screen which was invul nerable to energy units of the normal universe. It was
i nherent in the structure of the defensive weapon to absorb or reflect the nore linmted
forces, regardl ess of whether they were materially stable bodies or nucl ear reactions,
hot as the sun

And there were a few additional surprises the ship could dish out.
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The protective screen extended al nbost sixty miles out into space.

In the neantine, the Topidian ships had becone visually discernible on the front
screen. They were traveling far bel ow the speed of light and thus the flanes of their
engi nes could be seen easily and quickly.

The battl eship was racing at hal f-speed of |ight toward t he wedge-shaped fornmati on of
the eneny. Now was the tinme for the showdown and everybody was conscious of it.

They were rapidly approaching, so rapidly that a quick evasi on had becone inpossible.
There was only one way to go - straight through

"The tactics of these lizards are all wong,' said sonebody. 'I'd have halted, turned
around and noved in the opposite direction. Al they'Il get to see of us is our
i ght ni ng-fast shadow.'

"Who was that?' roared Rhodan's voice fromthe radi o hel net.

" Mpj or Deringhouse, sir.'

' Keep your nouth shut, even if you're right. Is that clear?

'"Ready for the airlocks, sir. This tinme, | already know the ball gane. This is the
area where they junped ne with Rous and Calvernan. It's the defense perineter of the
Topi des. '

It took only a few nore seconds. Everything went so fast and with such unconproni sing
determ nation that the outcone was inevitable. Al they could do was hope and-if they had
t 0- scream

The speed of the Stardust Il had been reduced by now to 48,000 nmiles per second. Wth
bl azi ng engi nes the battl eship was racing toward the Topidian fleet; reached it and broke
t hr ough.

It was only a matter of one second. Klein's conputerized firing control gave the
signhal two seconds before reaching the line. He pressed the dimy glowing buttons with
all ten fingers.

Rhodan heard Bell shout. Amidst the terrible roar of the firing weapon turrets, a
shrill scream ng and how i ng resounded as if the universe had cone to an end.

It was al nbst too nuch for human senses to recogni ze the instantaneous energence of
the object conming at themw th trenendous speed. They perceived only that a Topidian
crui ser had smashed head-on into the defense screen of Stardust |1

Wth the howing cane a blinding violet energy cloud which forned far ahead of the
Stardust. This cloud couldn't destroy the screen either. The cloud veered fromits flight
direction, deflected by the terrible force of the collision, and becane partially
neutralized.

There was nothing left to be seen of the Topidian cruiser. The arnour-plated outer
hul | of Stardust Il reverberated |ike a bell

Behind the Stardust |l were two glow ng clouds in space and far behind those was the
evi dence of Klein's handiwork with his ten weak fingers.

There he'd created seventeen mniature suns. These expandi ng gas clouds were all that
was |l eft of the denolished ships. If it hadn't been for these, no evidence woul d have
renmai ned of the destroyed eneny.

Stardust |l had pushed through the tightly forned |ine.

"No..!'" groaned Captain Klein with an incredulous |Iook in his eyes, unable to utter
any other word. 'No..

"What did you think? Thora shouted into the nmike. Her face was distorted 'Did you
bel i eve that engineers of nmy race would build squirt-guns? Do you have any idea what
you' re handling there?

"Get ready to attack,' Rhodan interrupted slowy. 'Klein, switch over to G bonbs. Aim
at the third noon. It's uninhabited; there's nolife onit, only a Topian

direction-finder space station. Fire when |'ve taken up position. |'Il approach to three
i ght-seconds."'

Ahead of the still fast-noving battleship glowed the fortieth planet, now swollen to
the size of a football. Rhodan held off braking till the last nonent in order to keep his

velocity as high as possible for the first attack. The Topi dian ships were nowhere to be
seen.

Soon the fortieth satellite of Vega filled the front visiscreen conpletely. Four of
the six noons were in sight. Nunmber Three - the smallest - was just energing fromthe
shadow of the planet.

Klein's sensors were tracing the target. A blinking lanp signaled that the firing
control was set, elimnating the possibility of a mal function
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Klein waited a few nore seconds till the little moon hung dead center on the circular
screen of the autonmatic target tracker. Once again he pressed the button, but using only
one finger this tine. One finger on one button!

The armanment turrets in the upper pole region of Stardust Il released two faintly
gl owi ng spirals which had nothing in common with the concept of a bonb.

They were fast as |ight but had no naterial substance. They weren't even part of the
ordi nary universe, since they existed on a different and hi gher energy |evel.

Even before the braking battl eship had passed the nmoon, the latter had vanished in a
blindingly brilliant display of Iight.

It didn't burn and it didn't fall apart; it sinply vanished fromits orbit as though
it had never existed.

The two gravity bonbs had dissolved the stable matter and transnitted it into
hyperspace in conformance with the irrefutable [ aws of five-di nensional hypernat hemati cs.
It was Stardust's nost powerful weapon and the | atest acconplishnent of Arkonide science.

Approximately three mllion niles beyond the planet's orbit, the spaceship finally
came to a stop

The braki ng maneuver had taken ten nminutes during this brief span sonethi ng happened
whi ch made even Khrest hold his breath.

"W'll wait here,' panted Rhodan as though he'd undergone a hard physical strain.

' The Topi des may be nonhunman, vicious and all that, but | won't go through all this
again! W're going to wait here, regardl ess of what they think. Chaktor has to | and
first. Klein, shoot only when attacked. |s that dear?

"Sir, that'll be all right with nme,' came the reply fromthe shaken captain. 'My God,
if | didn't realize that we'd been attacked by an entire fleet, | don't think I could
remain in this seat one nore second.'

"Report fromthe Logics Eval uation Conputer,' Thora announced. 'Logical notivation
for waiting is sound. Presum ng that the Topi de commander is inforned of the inpending
approach of the purported auxiliary fleet, he'll consider our present inactivity
justified. The destruction of the uninhabited nmoon will be regarded as a denonstration
Fi nal explanation: we're awaiting reinforcenments and won't take any unnecessary risks
prior to their arrival.'

Rhodan was smiling silently, barely twisting his nmouth, an expression of his deep
amusenent .

Not even Perry Rhodan hinsel f had expected such a super inpact of the Arkonide
weapons. Al though he'd already been thinking in supelatives, now they'd been surpassed by
reality.

A few nmonents later Stardust |l began noving again, prepared to accelerate at top
speed in case of danger. There was no Topidian ship in the vicinity. Only above the
di stant planet did the energy orientation instrunents detect nassed forces.

"It must've been hell on the other five noons,' said Bell gruffly. 'Gravitationa

forces have been greatly disturbed. Even though Nunmber Three was fairly snall, it wll
cause violent quakes on the rest of the satellites till everything has settled down
again.'

"That's just what |'m hoping,' whispered Rhodan. 'My God' why don't they quit? Are
they going to force nme to put this battleship into action agai n? They ought to have
| earned by now t hat they have no defense agai nst sudden spaceshi ps as ours, and | eave
while the going is good.'

"Your'e forgetting the nmentality of the Topides,' retorted Khrest quietly. 'They
won't understand why you don't keep pounding them w thout |etup, since you know very well
that not hing can happen to you. Believe nme. | know how they figure!'

"That may be so but |'Il refrain fromany nore attacks,' insisted Rhodan
' Deri nghouse and Nyssen, are you ready to take off with your fighter planes? Are the
mut ants on board?'

"All clear,' came Nyssen's answer over the intercom

" Thank you...Tako and Ras Tschubai, you nmust get Chaktor out of that nousetrap. |'lI
cover you with my guns till you nmake your leap. |Is your automatic beeper in good working
order? Gt herwise we'll never find you again.'

That, too, had been checked. Four nen alone in the cockpits of two tiny
space-fighters were waiting to finish the nmission. This tinme, the nore-than-human nutants
were to have the |ast word.
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8/ TARGET OF DOOM

He'd seen the flaning, fire spitting nonster with his own eyes. Now Chaktor knew for
certain which side to choose.

As his destroyer passed the site of the debacle, he had to apply all his skill as a
pilot to elude the glow ng clouds of gas. Then he wi tnessed the destruction of the
uni nhabi ted satellite.

The Topides had awaited himwith the remmant of their fleet and escorted him
cautiously in a tightly closed phalanx to the sixth noon of the planet. Nunmber Six was
the biggest of the orbs around the icy giant sphere.

They proceeded in haste. The radi o conmuni cati on between the rescued Topi de officer
Chren-Tork and the first conmander had taken on hectic proportions even before the
I andi ng.

The Topi des were busy naking a fortress of the noon. So far, everything was still
primitive and in the first stages. It was obvious to Chaktor that this bastion was stil
very vul nerabl e. The necessary power plants weren't set up yet. Meanwhile the power
generators of the spaceship had to be utilized as substitutes.

Cargo ships were no | onger anywhere in sight. Apparently they'd been dispatched back
hone sone tine ago.

Chakt or and the second Ferronian resistance fighter had been practically dragged out
of their little ship. They were barely given tinme to put on their spacesuits.

As Chaktor was unexpectedly and brutally separated fromhis friend, he knew that his
life was hanging by a thread. Just before he disappeared in a tunnel and the airlock was
cl osed behind him he could hear the screaning of the other man.

Then he stood in a big hexagonal room which was equi pped with all the paraphernalia
of a command center. A pungent odor that took away his breath pervaded the air that
didn't contain enough oxygen for Chaktor's lungs. He felt panicky as he watched nmany
figures flitting around.

O course he was unable to tell one alien fromanother. Only the uniforns
di stingui shed the individual personalities. Shrill whistling in the ultrasonic range
pai ned his ears. At the far end of the roomhe could see Chren-Tork reporting to another
Topi de whom Chakt or recogni zed as Chrekt-Orn, Adnmiral and chief of the invasion fleet.

By the extrenely strict rules of discipline for the Topides, Chrekt-On had |ife and
death authority. There was no recourse fromhis orders. No one but the far off despotic
rul er was above him

"Halt!' shrilled a heavily arned guard.

Chakt or stopped in front of the strange control consoles of the command center. He
carried the little cartridge with the magnetic tape in his pocket. Al pertinent data
about the Capella system had been recorded on this tape.

Thin, steely fingers grabbed his forearm He was barely able to nove in the
unrelenting grip. These creatures |acked everything which distinguished hunman or hunanoid
bei ngs. Their thinking was exclusively determ ned by practical purposes. It was devoid of
any enmotions. To Chaktor's way of thinking they were cruel, but they thought of
thensel ves only as clever. This was the difference!

As the deep runbling began and the ground began to shake, they all junped up from
their flat chairs. The admiral was shouting orders. The trenors faded out until the next
shock arrived. Chaktor suspected that this was caused by the destruction of the third
noon.

He kept waiting. Finally he heard the sound of piercing warning signals. Qutside,
spaceshi ps were racing into the vacuum whi ch surrounded the airless surface of the gl obe.
Chaktor smiled secretly. He was beginning to rel ax when he saw t he Topi de officer

approach him He was sure that the mghty Stardust Il was near.
' The docunents - where de you have the evidence?' cried Chren-Tork excitedly.
"I demand a contractual agreenent. | cannot reveal the data until..

They threw himto the floor. Tough, flexible fingers tore his uniformapart. Seconds
|ater the admiral held the reel in his hands. One of the officers rushed outside with the
tape. Chaktor wanted to smile again. Unquestionably, they were exam ning the data
el ectronically, too.

Then he was dragged to the commandi ng of ficer. Chaktor found hinself |ooking into the
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glistening, cold eyes of a reptile. Trker-Tork acted as interpreter.

"What do you know about the arrival of an Arkonide fleet froma systemwhich you cal
Capel | a?'

' Rhodan has sent a courier,' groaned Chaktor under the grip of the guard, a grip that
was becom ng nore painful all the tine.

"Tell the truth! We're questioning your subordinate right now Hs brain will die but
he'll tell everything. I'mwarning you!'

Chaktor's face becanme distorted. This was it. '|I'm speaking the truth. The courier
took off in the smaller spacesphere. | found that out fromthe woman who obtai ned the

data fromthe nenory bank in the big spaceship for nme. She was shot. Rhodan is waiting
for the fleet and has notified the Thort.'

Excited di scussions were going on between the staff officers. Chrekt-Orn, who was
responsi ble for the fleet, nade a sudden deci sion.

"This confirns the decoded nessage,' admitted the freed prisoner respectfully. "It
means that Rhodan's honme worl d has been stripped of its strongest ships. May | be
permtted to submit for your consideration..

Chrekt-Orn waved himaway. He'd nade his decision - based on his know edge of
infallible logic - that the six nobons couldn't be held any | onger.

More reports were coming in. Stardust Il was racing with fantastic speed across the
orbit of the fortieth planet, but abstained fromany attack.

"They're biding their tinme. Their fleet nust be com ng soon.'

"What information did you get out of the other aborigine?

The commander gl anced at Chaktor. Mnutes |later he received the report. An officer
entered and stated tersely:

'The brain of the second Ferron contained the already known data. Rhodan is awaiting
heavy reinforcenents, battleships of the Inperiumclass and cruisers of the Arkon class.'
Only later did Chaktor learn that his conpanion was no | onger alive. H s violent

obj ections were disregarded.

He was pull ed out of the roomand taken through a hatch in the hold into a spaceship.

He never saw those in authority again.

As it wasn't feasible to utilize the absorption field inside the | aunching tube, the
two tiny pursuit ships were catapulted into space at several Gs with a high-pitched
screeching on the launching tracks. Only in space did the engines spring into action.

Ahead of themand slightly to the side, the massive Stardust |l was gliding through
the darkness. Only the engines illuminated the spherical body. It was a haunting specter,
a synbol of power.

Maj or Deri nghouse was in a famliar situation. There was the big planet 'below him
Strai ght ahead, before the |ong tapered snouts of their fighter ships, lay the sixth
noon.

Deri nghouse and Nyssen rel eased the safety devices of their pul se-energy cannons.
They were flying a mission which had only sonme chance of success because of the
batt!| eshi p which woul d cover them

Behi nd Deri nghouse was Tako Kakuta, crouched in an energency seat.

To the left, Nyssen's nachine was racing through the space between the noons. He
coul d be recogni zed only by the bright |ight-beans | eaving his engines. O herw se the
little fighters were nothing but fleeting shadows, phantons streaking by with furious
speed.

The big battleship was outlined on Nyssen's observation screens. Rhodan's ship noved
slowy enough to allow himto make a quick turn toward the sixth noon. By doing so, he
covered the fighter ships and drew the attention of the radar stations to hinself.

'"Get ready,' ordered Deringhouse over the intercom 'Kakuta and Tschubai: junp in
exactly sixty-two seconds. You have to cross a distance of about nineteen thousand nil es.
W can't get any closer. Do you think you can nmake it?

It was a reasonabl e question since it hadn't been possible to deternine in advance
t he di stance to be covered.

"Good grief!' sighed the African. 'That takes a |lot of strength, with all the
equi prent | have to carry. But I'll make it sonehow. '

'Ckay,' said the Japanese sinply. 'I'mgrateful for the tough training | had on
Venus. My linmt is thirty thousand nmiles and | have to operate with two additional suits.
You'll get as close as you can, | hope!’
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Deri nghouse nodded silently.

They accelerated to the peak of three hundred mles per square-second. Once the sixth
noon becane visible on the front screen, it grew larger very quickly.

"Attention!' crackled Rhodan's voice fromthe speakers in the radio helnets. 'Wtch

out! They're hurling their ships into space. Don't get into their line of fire. I'll push
of f. Good | uck!"’
The Stardust Il veered fromits course in a curve of a fewmllion mles and the

gi ant spaceship sored over the sixth noon. Two tiny forns descended toward the desol ate
heavenly body, which was about the size of Mercury.

Deri nghouse knew that a single hit could knock himout conpletely. Hs forehead broke
out in sweat. The thernostatically controlled air-conditioning turned on the cool air fan
in his seal ed hel net.

"Hold it!" shouted Deringhouse into his mke.

"They're going after the Stardust. Nyssen, keep going...Attention: Ras and Tako - junp
toget her when | give the word.'

Ras Tschubai had already switched on the miniature nuclear reactor in his Arkonide
conbat suit.

He coul d see Kakuta's face on his pilot's visiscreen. The Japanese was ready, too.
The two nmen began to concentrate.

"Next to that big reddi sh done,' suggested Tako. 'Have you |l ocated the target?

Now it was only a matter of seconds. Deringhouse forced the pointed nose of his
fighter down. Through the flanmes of the upper nose-jets he saw the forts conmng rapidly
closer. Next to him- too close for confort - Nyssen's machi ne was bearing down toward
the surface of the noon

They' d cone much closer than they first intended. About three thousand niles above
the surface, Nyssen's thunmb pressed the button. The wild roar of the rigidly nounted
pul se-energy cannons drowned out the how ing of the engines. Deringhouse was firing his
guns too.

Down bel ow on the bl eak surface appeared two white-hot beans of fire which sped with
terrific velocity at the forts and spread disaster. Ships were exploding and nolten
masses of nmetal shot up into the vacuum They'd done a good j ob.

"Junp!"' bell owed Deringhouse, pulling up the nose of his fighter at the same tine.
The noon fell away bel ow him Wen he | ooked back, Tako Kakuta had vanished as if he'd
never been sitting on the energency seat.

"My man's gone,' called Nyssen excitedly. 'Is every-thing okay?

'"Fine, they nade it all right. I'mgetting out of here. They're beconming lively down
t here.'’

It was too late for the Topide defense. By the tine one of the forts opened fire, the
two machi nes had becone little points of light in the distance. They were scurrying to
reach the Stardust, which was already on the other side of the planet.

Ras Tschubai's micro-reactor was runni ng noi selessly and so did the nicro-transforner
that was coupled with it. The light-refraction field they produced made himinvisible to
Topi di an eyes. It was just one of those little tricks. Ever since he'd boarded the
Topi di an flagship, he'd switched off the protective pressurizing shield. Besides, the air
was quite breatheable.

This was where the staff of the Topidian admral had been assenbled for the last five
hours. It was obvious that the | ast preparations for their departure were nade. Orders
were going out with increasing frequency.

The consol es were strange and had confusing switches. Ras Tschubai had to change his
plans to set the autonatic control of the flagship to bring about a random
hypertransition junp. Unfortunately, he couldn't get close to the huge central conputer
I nstead he did sonething which was still within the realmof his possibilities.

Chrekt-Orn, the commander of the Topides, had for several hours been under the
paral yzi ng i nfluence of an Arkonide psychoray projector which had given himthe urge to
fly inmediately - regardless of any and all circunstances - to the Capella systemand to
attack Rhodan's alleged home world with all his forces.

Furthernore, Ras had inpressed on the chief of the invasion fleet to proceed exactly
in accordance with the docunents handed over by Chaktor. This way he'd devised an
alternative for the future of his plan to interfere with the nmain conmputer control

Ras had to be careful all along that he wasn't accidentally detected. H's task was
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complicated but his life was never endangered. It was in his power to | eave the place at
any tinme. Walls couldn't hold him

The nutant knew for about one hour that the fleet commander had ordered the
progranmmi ng of the transition coordinates. At the present tinme the conputer-controlled
ships of the Topidian fleet were ready to start. They were fed all values fromthe main
conmputer-brain in the flagship. Ras Tschubai didn't know why Khrest had attached such
i mportance to the observation of this procedure. Rhodan, too, had been a little puzzled
by the request of the Arkonide scientist, but had raised no objections. Therefore, the
tel eporter kept watching. The hours passed by. Slowy the project becane a torture.

The nonent they neatly materialized at the presel ected point, Tako Kakuta di sappeared
again. Underneath his conbat suit he wore a second one just like it. It was his
assignnent to find the Ferron Chaktor and to rescue him

So far, Ras had heard nothing fromhis conpanion. The flagship was about thirteen
hundred feet |ong: where should he start | ooking for Chaktor? There was still a question
whet her the Ferron was on board or not. It was just as likely that they'd | ocked himup
sonme place else, or perhaps killed him Tako Kakuta was searchi ng desperately. For hours
he'd been running up and down the corridors, listening to the small receiver which had
previously been tuned in to Chaktor's brain waves.

If it had been feasible for a telepath to enter the Topidian ship, it would have
taken no nore than ten mnutes to find Chaktor. However, the only ones who had been in a
position to reach the six noons were teleporters who had no tel epathic powers. Tako was
wi shing fervently that John Marshall were around.

In his right ear, Tako carried a marvel of Ferronian mcro-electronics: transnmtter
and receiver fitted confortably. This was his only way of comunicating with Ras
Tschubai

Tako had again to retreat hastily froman aisle he'd just entered, because of the
sudden appear ance of sone briskly wal ki ng Topi des. The danger of an accidental collision
grew steadily.

Tako was panting. He stopped as he heard sonething fromthe little set on his |eft
wist. Then he | ost contact again.

'"Do you hear ne, Tako?' canme a whispering voice fromthe mcro-set. 'Ras speaking.
It's getting near the tinme. They're going to take off in ten nminutes. Did you find hinf

"I had to get out of their way,' nurnured Tako. 'How are you doi ng?

"Fine. I'mstill keeping himon the psychobeam |'m now suggesting to himthat the
Capella fleet will be here any minute, and he thinks that it's his own idea. He's raving
and demandi ng instant action. He won't let hinself get clobbered hel plessly on the noon.
"Il wait. You keep | ooking!'

Tako rushed once nore into the now vacant aisle. After a few steps the set reacted
again, indicating that Chaktor was in the i medi ate nei ghbourhood. The m crosensor picked
up signals only within a radius of thirty feet.

He continued to advance, but nore carefully. He didn't notice any guards. The
corridor was getting narrower and there were nunerous small doors on both sides.

He stopped in front of one of the doors where he received the strongest signal. Since
the faint whistling mght cause trouble, he switched off the little wave-locating device.
He knocked cautiously at the cold netal, three short, two |long and three short.

Chaktor junped up in breathless excitenment. It was the secret signal he'd been
waiting for. He answered in the prescribed sequence and he knew that one of Rhodan's
mut ant s had cone.

Tako acted quickly and thoughtfully. It would have been foolish to waste any tine
finding out howto unlock the door. Instead, he took his disintegrator and shot out the
| ock. The door sprang open.

They spoke little. As Chaktor stood guard with the weapon, Tako peel ed off his conbat
suit. He wore its duplicate underneath.

"Put it on; you know how. Quick, we don't have nmuch tine. Were are the guards?

'"They didn't pay any attention to nme anynore.'

'Faster, people are comng,' Tako said nervously.

Chakt or was working desperately by the light of a small lanp. |If they discovered him
now, he'd be lost. Qutside, |inber bodies were slipping past the door. Before Chaktor had
finished and Tako could adjust the fittings and controls, the wild roaring noi se began

They're starting, danmm it! It sounded |l oud and reckless in the receiver in Tako's
ear. 'How far did you get?' Ras asked.
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"We're approaching the conmmand center. Please, wait a nonent. | have to catch ny
breath first. Do they have any pressure absorbers here?
'"OF course they do. They don't want to get torn apart either. I"'mwaiting,' Ras

sai d.

In I ess than a minute Chaktor and Tako were on their way.

The Topide fleet was al ready deep in space when they finally had an opportunity to
slip through an open hatch into the center. Ras Tschubai nmet themat the specified place.

They were unable to see each other but they found each other by touch. Myving closely
together, they could talk to each other softly.

"Let's cut it short,' murnured Ras, whose psychobeam was no |onger directed at the
admral. 'Chaktor, do you really know how to operate this suit? If you make a ni stake,
that'll be the end of you.'

"I can do it,"' replied the Ferron, with a shaky voice. 'What are you planning to do?
I'"'mnot in possession of your powers.'

"There's an energency hatch directly behind us. |'ve already investigated it. The
hal lway | eads to a hangar for |ifeboats. W'll cut through the outer wall with our
disintegrators and let the air carry us out into space.'

They nanaged to get to the hangar unnol ested. Wen the inside hatch cl osed behind
them they felt fairly safe. In the neantinme the Topi di an ships had gai ned speed with
every passing second. It would take them al nost three hours to reach the velocity of
light. Then they'd be ready for the transition.

They were facing the outer wall of the ship's hull where three Topides were sitting
at a console listening to instructions over a | oudspeaker and operating the controls.

"I can't help them' said Ras Tschubai with regret. 'Ckay, are you ready?

Hi s disintegrator, operating on the principle of structural destruction, was working
at full strength. The wall began to gl ow, becane transparent and all of a sudden there
was nothing in its place.

Chaktor heard the shrill cries of the Topidian guards, then he was sucked out with
expl osive force by the rush of air. He was so forcibly expelled through the opening that
he gave vent to his terror by shouting uncontrollably.

Seconds | ater everything was over. The flagship was a nmere flickering point behind
whi ch many other small points shot through the interstellar void. They'd left the planet
system of Vega.

Three nmen were drifting helplessly in space. Only their powerful transmitters were
wor ki ng.

Naturally they didn't experience their drift through space at high speed. They
mai nt ai ned the nonentum whi ch they'd acquired through the enornous accel eration of the
flagship. It was a mathenatical problemfor a big ship to exactly match their novenent
but Ras Tschubai was very confident that Rhodan could do it.

"Attention: transition to be perforned in ten point two seconds,' announced the
computer controlling the autonmatic sequences.

Perry Rhodan crouched in front of the observation screen of the optical nonitors.
They' d reached sinple velocity of light, the same as the fleeing Topidian fleet.

"If they make their transition |eap now, they' |l have programed the operation
exactly in conformance with ny calcul ations,' said Khrest. There was an unusually hard
| ook flickering in his eyes, which drew Rhodan's attention. He scrutinized the scientist.

"I'"d only requested you to check the data |I'd worked out and to put it on tape. |..

Rhodan was unable to finish his sentence. The Topi des junped exactly within a
fraction of a second. The horrendous fluctuations of their energy-shield inperiled even
Stardust 11.

When the situation returned to normal, the nore than three hundred Topidian units had
vani shed without a trace.

Rhodan | ooked at the cl ock

"They' Il arrive in the Capella systemin a few nonents. You've done an excellent job
of programming. Now we're rid of them The only question that remains is what they'll do
in that deserted system devoid of any life. O course, they'll find out right away that
they've fallen into a trap and that they've becone the victins of a deceptive maneuver.'

As Khrest wal ked away slowy, he said: 'They'|ll never conme back! And they won't find
out how we lured them away. They've followed ny data precisely, hence they'l|l junp from
hyperspace directly into the very core of the sun Capella. |I'msorry, Perry, but I'man
Arkoni de and a representative of the Geat Inperiumand as such it was ny duty! You can't
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be held responsible at all.’

He was gone, | eaving Rhodan stunned. Thora, follow ng her fellow Arkonide, waxed
bitterly philosophical as she left.

'You see, Perry, ny ancestors have always reacted that way. Don't del ude yourself
that you can build an enpire in the stars with well-nmeani ng words al one. Nobody could in

the past, nobody can now. And you, Perry, will never achieve it in the future...I1'll go
and take care of Chaktor. He's exhausted.'

Rhodan regarded Bell in silence.

"I guess we have a thing or two to learn,' Doctor Haggard said at last. 'Basically
she's right.'

Rhodan replied flatly: '"I'"mhuman and |'l1l always be hunan. W'll have to wait and

see. The retreat of the Topides proves that it can be done w thout needl ess bl oodshed, if
we apply our mnds. And we can do that in the future too...Reg, let's return to Thorta.'

The interstellar peacenaker left with bowed head. Hi s thoughts were far distant and
phi |l osophi cal ; they revolved around the star Capella, the flam ng giant that had consuned
the nmonstrous alien fleet of Topides, those reptilian war nakers who'd found their target
with fiery fatality.
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