file:/l/F|/unsorted books/Perry Rodin/Perry Rodan 014 - The Galactic Riddle.txt
1/ THE MYSTERI OQUS PLANET

The sun was a tiny speck of light, alnbst lost in the nultitude of stars. It was
exactly 27 light-years away.

Sol was replaced now by a mghty gl owing ball of incandescence. The blue-white rays
of this unbelievable fire-giant scorched the surface of its inner planets. But the star
Vega had enough planets to afford such a waste. The |life zone of the systemreached from
the 7th to the 11th planet.

A huge sphere of dull netal noved away fromthe new sun, beyond the orbit of the 9th
pl anet, approaching the 10th world of Vega.

The novenents of the spacesphere reveal ed unm stakably that it was a nechani sm
manoeuvred by intelligent beings. At first glance, however, one could have ni staken the
great globe for an artificial satellite, perpetually revolving around the Vegan sun, but
the deliberate changes of course and velocity corrected the first inpression. The sphere
was the space vehicle of a technically highly devel oped race.

The ship neasured approximately 3,000 feet in diameter and humans were in command in
its control centre.

Hunan eyes observed the curved optical screens which were arranged with such
expertise that they reveal ed every bit of surrounding space. As the el ectronic equi pnent
hunmed | ow, sheets of paper automatically recorded graphs. Slowy a schenmatic picture was
created which held the attention of all present.

"This appears to confirmyour assunptions," one of the nmen said quietly. He was
standing slightly apart fromthe rest and his height automatically drew attention to him
Al t hough outwardly he resenbled a human, he cane froma far distant systemof stars, the
centre of the declining real mof the Arkonides. "Wat do you think of it, Perry?"

Perry Rhodan turned around slowy, withdrawi ng his steady gaze fromthe graph.

"W can't be sure yet if Lossoshér's information is correct, Khrest, but we'll soon
know. However, it is also possible that we are on the wong track."

Lossoshér, a scientist fromthe 8th planet of the Vega system nade a hesitant nove.
He was the only one aboard the spacesphere whose appearance showed that he did not cone
fromEarth. His small stocky figure indicated that his home world was one of far greater
gravity. His bulging forehead served to protect his recessed eyes fromthe strong rays of
the sun. Hi s abundant head of hair served especially well to shield himfromthe high
intensity of the Vegan sun's ultraviolet rays.

"I have only noted an astrononmic curiosity," said the Ferron as if apol ogizing. "You
asked ne about certain things and, | nerely tried to help you."

"Pl ease don't m sunderstand ne," Rhodan responded in a conciliatory tone. "As you
know, we came to this system because we want to find a planet which is situated in this
part of space according to ancient sources. It is supposed to be circling around Vega as
its 10th planet."

Rhodan cast a glance at the graphing device and saw that it was now tracing the
orbital path of the 39th planet. Vega had 42 planets and there were, therefore, only a
few minutes left before finishing the map of the whole solar system "As far as we can
determine now, there is no life on the 10th planet. | will go further: there has never
been any |ife whatsoever on this planet. W are going to try to solve this
contradiction.”

A man stepped forward fromthe background pushing the two physicians Dr. Frank
Haggard and Dr. Eric Manoli gently aside. H's heavyset frame had a round, alnobst fl at
face with nearly col ourl ess faded-blue eyes. H's dull reddish hair stood on end like the
bristles of a brush. He ignored the weak protests of the physicians and planted hi nsel f
in front of Rhodan.

"My dear commander, is it pernitted that a little and insignificant assistant nay
voice an opinion? If so, | should like to state that there is no contradiction at all.
The central data bank of the Arkonides nentions the 10th Planet of a systemwhich is
undoubtedly identical with Vega. Further, the data disclose that |iving beings who found
the secret of cell conservation-and thereby eternal life-had nmade it their abode. Since
we have now di scovered that no animal life exists on this Planet, the only concl usion can
be not that a contradiction is involved but, there is an error inthe file. W are sinply
in the wong constellation. Sonmewhere between here and Arkon nust be anot her system
simlar to Vega. | am convinced of that!"

Rhodan sm | ed enigmatically. He exchanged a quick glance with Khrest, w nked at
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Thora, the beautiful Arkonide worman, then nodded to Lossoshér. He regarded the sheet
beneath the automatic drawi ng i nstrunent which had just now finished tracing the orbit of
the 42nd pl anet

"I would like to agree with you, Reg, | really would. But there are a fewlittle
matters we have to consider. The Arkonides did not nake a mistake 10,000 years ago. Their
record is correct. The planet of eternal life did actually exist in the Vega system and
did i ndeed revolve around its sun between the 10th and 11th pl anets."

"Then what .."

"Wait a minute, Reggie!" Rhodan adnoni shed his eager friend. "W'Il|l get to that right
away. Since we have made up our nminds to discover this world, we cane to the Vega system
The Ferrons on the eighth planet could not give us any clues-or maybe they did not want
to. Wll, they admitted that they had sone visitors 10,000 years ago who were travelling
t hrough space and who gave them matter-transmtters. They also nentioned that this alien
race 'lived longer than the sun.' That was all. And all our guesswork is based on that.
Yet those hints together with the details in the Arkonide data bank give us a definite
pi cture. The hone of these immoprtals is situated in, the Vega constellation. And now,
come to think of it, in the light of two other facts, | should say: their hone was here."

Khrest nodded his head inperceptibly in the background.

"What do you nean?" grow ed Bell.

"Upon a renewed examination the file record nentions 43 planets, ny friend. You too
nust have noticed that only 42 bodies are revol ving around Vega. Therefore, we have to be
in the wong solar system Furthernore, it is supposed to be the 10th planet. However, we
do know that there was never any |life there. It doesn't add up, does it? W have a
di screpancy here. But Lossoshér helped me with the solution of our problem He divul ged
that there is a big gap between the ninth and 10th planets. His information agrees with
the picture outlined by the automatic graphing Machine."

He took the sheet of paper out of the nmachine. The hum of the el ectronic mechani sm
stopped. The radar tel escopes were retracted in their housings; they had scanned al
bodi es encountered in the constellation, calculated the tine of their revolutions, the
di stance fromthe sun and recorded all details. The result was an accurate map of the
Vega system

"WII all of you, please, closely look at this map. It will answer at |east the
guestion why the right information can be wong."

Bel | saved hinself the trouble of |ooking at the sketch

"You don't think that..?"

"That is just what | nmean! One planet is missing in the Vega system™

The interval between the ninth and 10th planets was great enough to inagi ne anot her
pl anet between t hem

"How can you explain that?" asked Khrest. There was a glint in his reddish al bino
eyes. As one of the last descendants of a once mighty race whose degenerati on had
hast ened the decline of the glorious enpire of the Arkonides, he had placed all his hopes
on discovering that civilization which had the secret of eternal |ife-or at |east was
said to possess it. The trail was obviously | eading themhere. And now it ended abruptly
in enpty space.

"There is only one answer to this," observed Rhodan thoughtfully. "This planet, that
once revol ved around Vega, |eft the system unknown ages ago. That neans the whol e pl anet,
including its inhabitants."

"You've got to be kidding!" Bell protested gingerly. The idea was too nmuch for himto
swal | ow even though he had quite a fantastic inmagination hinself. "You can't renove a
whol e planet and put it soneplace else just like that!"

"You will be anmazed, buddy," Rhodan predicted patiently.

Then he pointed to the mapped out constellation.

This nakes it quite clear that we have lost the track. It ends right here in the
enpty gap between the ninth and 10th planets. The race of the inmortals left without a
trace. They want to keep their secret, at least that's what it |ooks like. But inreality
they are willing to share it with a race which is their equal. W have evidence of this.
The matter-transnitters of the Ferrons, which they neither constructed nor understand,
are the beginning of a newtrail. The imortals deliberately wanted to arouse the
curiosity of a superior intellect, and only people who are capable of fifth-di nensional
thought will be able to grasp the node of operation of the matter-transnitters. That they
nmade the first condition: the secret of eternal life is only for those with the capacity
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to understand the fifth dinension."

"As if we could do that." nmunbled Bell in disgust.

"Qur positronic brain can acconplish it for us," retorted Rhodan. "It has already
shown us the way to the vault under the Red Pal ace."

The government building of the Ferrons was |located in the netropolis of Thorta, nanmed
after the ruler, the Thort. In the cellar was a vault, secured with a tine | ock, which
contai ned the construction plans of the matter-transmtters. Rhodan had managed to renove
these plans fromthe vault with the help of his Mitant Corps.

"That vault," continued Rhodan, "will lead us to the way. It will probably require a
chase through the universe and thousands of years to find the missing planet. Already
10, 000 years ago the imortal people decided to |leave this system | am convinced that we
will soon find a new clue. The immortals wish to be found sone day, but only by the right
i ndi vi dual s. "

"And that neans us?" Khrest expressed doubt with a wan smle.

"I'f we find themyes," said Rhodan softly.

The quest for the planet of everlasting life had entered a critical stage. The
nmassi ve spacesphere had once nore flown around the 10th planet of the Vega, system and
scouted for signs of present or past life. It nmerely confirmed the origina
observati on-pl anet nunber 10 was a |lifeless and al nbst sterile world, which resenbled the
surface of Mars and exhibited simlar conditions.

The spaceship returned to Ferrol and | anded on the outskirts of the capital on the
airfield of Rhodan's base. As soon as the huge sphere canme to rest on the rocky ground,
the protective done of energy which guarded the base agai nst assaults forned again.

Perry Rhodan recapitulated in a short briefing the results of their efforts up to
dat e.

"It is certain the 10th planet of the Vega systemwas the hone of the imortal race,
provi ded of course that they did not originate from another world and settled down here
later. Furthernmore it is certain the current planet nunber 10 was-at their tinme-nunber 11
and that the initial planet of eternal life left this area. If we try to contenplate the
advanced technol ogy of a civilization which had di scovered the secret of constant cel
rejuvenation it no |l onger strikes us as unbelievable that they had the capability of
transporting a whol e pl anet anywhere they chose. W do not know their notives but we may
assune that they prepared their globe for a journey through space and turned their back
on their own sun. Their goal is a nmystery for us but Khrest and | are of the opinion that
the vault under the Red Palace will furnish us a clue. W have questioned our positronic
brain thoroughly and the information it has supplied indicates clearly that the unknown
race did not intend to di sappear conpletely. They sinply left this systemfor the purpose

of giving an inquirer the occasion to prove his intelligence and skill. To find the 10th
pl anet in the Vega systemis child s play. To follow the road through the five

di mensions, that will be our real challenge. W have only just begun the search for the
pl anet of eternal life."

"That's sinple enough," Bell piped up triunphantly. "Ras Tschubai has al ready entered
the vault once before, why shouldn't he be able to do it again? He can get the
i nformation. "

Khrest smled leniently behind him Next to himstood Thora, the former conmander of
the expedition which had crash-1anded on the noon. Thora was, for human, eyes, a very
beauti ful woman whose age was inpossible to tell. Her attitude toward nanki nd-which she
regarded as prinmtives-had not changed nmuch. She felt constantly the urge to prove the
superiority of the Arkonides to the terrestrial natives. But the confidence of her mnd
was al ready shaken. Conflicting enotions possessed her: hate and admiration, repulsion
and | ove, total negation and absolute surrender. She adored and | oved Perry Rhodan but
she also hated him Sonetimes she even hated herself.

"You have received the sane hypno-training as Perry," she said derisively to Bell "I
can't understand how you can nake such a thoughtless remark. it shows again the
imuaturity of the human race..!

"We didn't cone here to discuss the maturity or immaturity of our races," Rhodan
interrupted, winking at Bell and calning him "Reginald does not know t he concl usi ons of
the positronic conputer. You should consider that. Maybe it would be better if Khrest
give you the information."

The Arkoni de nodded and i nmedi ately began to speak.
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"Perry has managed to open the tine vault for a few seconds. He was hel ped by sone of
his nutants, especially by the telekinetic Anne Sl oane, the teleporter Ras Tschubai and
the seer Sengu. But it was only for an extrenely short time. However, it becane apparent
that whatever that unknown race had deposited in the vault had not been hidden in space
but rather in a different time. The African Ras Tschubai was flung thousands of years
into the past where he found the box containing the plans for the matter-transmtter. The
whol e incident did not take | onger than 10 seconds. Today we know that the vault is truly
a safe made by coordi nated cosmic rays which belong to a different tine plane. W al so
know that we can extract all objects fromthe vault in the present tine regardl ess of
where or rather in what tine-slot they are conserved. The descriptions found in the
cassette were sufficient to supply the positronic brain with the needed cl ues. Now we
have to work out the next step in our program”

Bel | caught the expression in the eyes of the physicians Haggard and Manoli. He
shrugged his shoulders. It was not his fault that they did not believe in eternal life.
It would be alright with himto attain an age of 1,000 or nore years.

Rhodan t ook over again.

"I would like to stress once nore how inportant it is that nobody el se |l earns the
astronom cal position of the Earth. For this reason our hyper-radi o conmmuni cations with
our home base nust remain strictly limted. The universe is not entirely enpty but is
popul ated by many intelligent races who are observing anyone who is reaching for the
stars. Sone of themare hostile hordes as we have experienced before. O hers even have
space-warp sensors to detect any disturbance of the space structure. Froma di stance as
nmuch as 1,000 light-years away they are able to register the hyper-junp of our ship
Stardust. This is the reason we will not return now to Terra as prom sed. A short radio
nessage is all we can risk. W are going to bring the contents of the vault into the
present tinme and study it at leisure.”

"Are there any other articles beside the box in the vault?" inquired Dr. Haggard.

Rhodan nodded.

"I expect so but they will be in different tinme eras. The new fornula will bring them
all simultaneously into the present tinme. W have to reconstruct the conditions that
exi sted when the vault was built."

"They got a real smart hiding place, | have to adnit," Bell commented. "I wonder what
we'll find there. | hope it will be the fornula for imortality."
"That's possible but not very probable. Mre likely, these imortals will mnake higher

demands of those who wish to becone their heirs.”
"How can you inherit from people who never die?" Bell posed a |ogical question.
"Let me put it differently so that your legal nind won't object," replied Rhodan

"The unknown race will nake the highest denmands of those with whomthey are willing to
share their secret.”

"But it will | be along way to find them" Khrest said slowy. "Mich farther than to
Arkon. "

Rhodan gl anced briefly at him

"I would like to talk privately to you about this-and to Thora if she cares to
attend.”

The commander of the Arkoni des nodded her head.

"I nmost certainly would, and you better have sone convincing argunents.”

Twenty-seven light-years away the Earth circled unchangingly around its sun. During
the last few years, however, the political and national organization of manki nd had
under gone consi derabl e changes. The expedition of the Arkoni des, which had had to rmake an
energency | anding on the noon had placed such powerful technol ogi cal advances in the
hands of Rhodan, Bell and Manoli that they were in a position to prevent the outbreak of
atomic war and to unify the people on Earth. The three power blocs-the Wst, the East and
the Asiatic Federation-still remmi ned, but Rhodan was able to keep the peace with his own
organi zati on, the New Power.

His first base in the Central Gobi desert had been enlarged with vast installations.
Gal acto-City sprang up, the nost nodern netropolis of the world with fabul ous skyscrapers
and fantastic skyways.

During the absence of Perry Rhodan he was represented by Col. Freyt, with whom he had
established a close relationship. They resenbl ed each other so nuch, even in their | ooks,
that one could al nost take them for brothers.

Freyt was 37 years old; tall and lean, with strong |ines around his nouth and a
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constant | ook of anuserment in his eyes. Wen he did not act as Rhodan's representative,
he held the position of commander of the space fighter force.

Everythi ng was running snoothly. The newy erected industrial plants were already
manuf act uri ng goods according to plan. The world was becom ng economically dependent on
Rhodan.

This fortified base had a quasi-cosnic appearance. It was protected by a continually
activated screen of energy, providing absolute security. Not even the npbst destructive
atom bonb could penetrate this screen. Earlier bonbardments with atom bonbs by hostile
forces had repeatedly given proof of this.

O course, today there was no necessity for keeping up the protective screen but
Freyt conplied, as always, with Rhodan's explicit orders. He knew that his chief's
precauti ons were ained not at hunmans but at attackers from outer space who might |ocate
and assault the Earth.

The day was coning to an end. Freyt |ooked up at the darkening sky. It had been weeks
since he received any news from Rhodan. Wat had happened in the Vega systen? Had they
been able to repulse the attacks by the Topi des the cruel giant |lizards? Wre the invaded
Ferrons saved? Did they find the planet of eternal |ife?

Questions, questions, but no answers.

Freyt sighed. Rhodan would be satisfied on his return. Terra stood united behi nd him
and his efforts to build up the might of mankind. The first serious steps for a planned
worl d governnment were already to be seen

A man in uniformleft the next building. Freyt turned slowy around and i nmedi ately
recogni zed him It was Peter Kosnow, the Russian liaison officer with the Eastern bl oc.
His short blond hair was tinged red and shining in the sunset. \Wen he saw Freyt he
changed his direction and wal ked toward the conmander. He greeted himcordially and sai d:

"I'f I were in your place, | would not adnire the sunset but go to the hyper-radio
centre."

Freyt was jolted and asked:

"News from Rhodan? You're not putting nme on?"

"I"'mnot playing ganmes," Kosnow said quietly. "The nmessage just cane through. It is
bei ng repeated now and if you hurry you can listen to the third re-run."

"I's everything O K. ?" Freyt called already on his way.

"What el se?" |aughed the Russian and sauntered off in the opposite direction.

Freyt raced across the street and up the steps to the entrance. Then he took the
el evator which carried himup to the receiving centre in the done.

The recording instrunents were taking down the nmessage. The radi onan on duty | ooked
up quickly and turned back to his equipnment. He was just in time for the beginning of the
third repetition of the nessage fromfar distant space. The hyperwaves did not require
any time to travel fromtheir origin 27 light-years away; they reached Earth the sane
second Perry Rhodan sent his dispatch through the powerful transmitter aboard the
St ar dust .

"THI S | S PERRY RHODAN, STARDUST, CALLING COL. FREYT, GALACTO-CITY. TOPI DES FORCED OUT
OF VEGA SYSTEM THE FERRONS ARE FREE AGAI N. A TRADE TREATY BETWEEN BOTH OUR WORLDS | S
BEI NG DRAVWN UP, MANUFACTURI NG PLANTS B7A AND 42C TO BE PREPARED FOR PRODUCTI ON OF
EXPORTS. POSI TI ON OF OUR PLANET MUST REMAI N SECRET. NO EXCEPTI ON FOR FERRONS. STARDUST
WLL REMAIN IN VEGA SYSTEM UNTI L FURTHER NOTI CE. OTHER MESSAGES W LL ONLY BE REM TTED
VWHEN ABSOLUTELY NECESSARY. HYPER- RADI O TRANSM TTERS ARE NOT TO BE USED BECAUSE OF DANGER
OF DETECTION. THAT IS ALL. THE CREW OF THE STARDUST SENDS GREETI NGS TO ALL MEMBERS OF THE
NEW PONER. GOCD LUCK! RHODAN. "

The buzz of the equi pnment stopped. The conmunication was terni nated.

"Were the first two nessages identical?" asked Freyt

"Exactly the sanme, sir," replied the radio technician

"You will get the witten text."

"Thank you."

Col. Freyt turned slowy around and | eft the radio station.

A treaty with the Ferrons, he thought. Rhodan had thus achieved one of his goals:
peaceful trade relations with an alien race. The first trading the solar systemof the
Earth had been established. But nore than that: the delaying of the return of the
Stardust was a hint that still other mssions were awaiting them

Could it have anything to do with the mysterious planet about which Bell had been
babbling on his last visit?
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However that mght be, Freyt had received his orders.

The sun was down and Freyt began to feel cold. The fans of the air-conditioning blew
the cold evening air throughout the donme of energy. He was not quite so isolated fromthe
out si de world anynore.

"We have begun a new era in our history," Freyt was talking to hinself as he wal ked
toward his nearby bungal ow, "but the people don't know it yet."

2/ WHO GOES THERE?

The Ferronian scientist did not hide his doubts from Rhodan

He had asked for a conference and since Rhodan |iked the old man, he had agreed to
it. However, this conference had to wait until after his neeting with Khrest and Thora,
whi ch was to be private.

The fornmer commander of the Arkonide research expedition was sunmmari zi ng her
posi ti on:

"Qur point of viewis not inconpatible with yours, Perry. You want to use our
Arkoni de battl eship Stardust to expand the influence of Terra, whereas we want to return
to our hone, Arkon. We both wish to use the Stardust and the positronic brain to find the

pl anet of eternal life. W nust try to reach these three goals in such a manner that
nobody will have to suffer any di sadvantage. Therefore, we have to establish priorities."
Khrest interrupted in a serious tone.
"You are quite right, Thora. | amglad to see that you realize it. Before we nmake any
ot her decision, we can agree on one point. First of all we will endeavour to find the

pl anet of everlasting life. Al other actions will follow fromwhatever eventuates as a
consequence. "

"I can only concur with your suggestion." Rhodan was pleased. "Once this is
acconmplished , | will have no nore objections to flying to Arkon and revealing the where
abouts of the Earth to your nation."

Thora stretched both arnms toward Perry Rhodan.

"W will make a pact, Perry. W will proceed in the following order: search for the
pl anet of eternal life first; then to Arkon; and finally to Terra. Agreed?"

Rhodan grasped her hands.

"I will go along with that, Thora and Khrest, but | would like to nmake one m nor

condition in our pact if you don't mnd."

"What condition?" Thora asked suspi ci ously.

"Not hi ng bad, Rhodan grinned indulgently. "Sinply that the Arkonides shall not |earn
the space coordinates of Earth until | give ny permnission. The nations on Terra are not
di sposed to becone a colony of a decaying stellar enpire. You will have to adnmit that
your race is already degenerated, however difficult such self-realization is for you. W
woul d like to cooperate with you in preserving your enpire but we don't want to create
any new conflicts. Now."

"I accept your condition," interjected Khrest.
Both nmen | ooked at Thora. She hesitated but then nodded.
"Alright. | amconvinced that the Council of Science of ny governnent will understand

your fears. Now that we have cleared up the situation, we can proceed in our attenpt to
reach our nmutual goals. The sooner we find the nmysterious planet, the sooner we can see
Arkon our hone, again."

"Thank you very nmuch for your confidence. As soon as | have finished talking to
Lossoshér, we will go to work."

"What does the Ferron want from you?" asked Khrest.

"I don't know. He wants to talk to ne. It nay be inportant: who knows"

Rhodan | eft the two Arkoni des al one and went to another room where Lossoshér was
already waiting inpatiently. The Ferron renai ned seated as Rhodan entered.

"I should have thought of it earlier," he began wi thout introduction, "but the
possibility did not occur to ne until now "

"What possibility?"

"That our stellar systemnight still have our 43 original planets."”

Rhodan was startled and did not answer. He failed to understand Lossoshér. The Ferron
noted it w thout showi ng his quiet satisfaction and conti nued.

file://IF|/unsorted books/Perry Rodin/Perry Rodan 014 - The Galactic Riddle.txt (6 of 42) [6/21/2001 1:17:13 AM]



file:/l/F|/unsorted books/Perry Rodin/Perry Rodan 014 - The Galactic Riddle.txt

"You stated your opinion that the mysterious strangers who visited Ferrol 10,000
years ago and brought the transnmitters were able to nove their planet at wll.
Automatically we all assunmed that if it is possible to acconplish such a feat, they nust
have | eft our constellation. | believe that is not necessarily the right conclusion. It
woul d not be inpossible that they remained here, but in sone other place."

Rhodan sat down and asked with rai sed eyebrows:

"And where could that be?"

Lossoshér sm | ed.

"Now you are asking too rmuch. | don't know where. It is only a possibility which I am
poi nting out to you. Maybe on one of the big noons which circle our larger planets. Maybe
they pushed an uni nhabited out of this systemand took its place. Anyone | ooking for them
woul d instinctively follow the departed planet, exactly as you are planning to do."

"Your argunent is quite attractive," Rhodan admitted cautiously, "but it is pure
theory. Wiy shoul d these technically gifted beings go to so nuch trouble to make a foo
of anyone? One can safely assune that they had highly effective weapons to keep al
intruders away. | am convinced that they are playing this ganme of hide and seek mainly
for fun but not entirely without serious notivations. The point is that we are indeed
supposed to find themand that is where we have to begin. They have left clues for us and
the track is | eading out of this system

"At least pernmit nme to search for this planet within our gigantic Vegan system In
case | discover sonething, | will let you know right away."

Rhodan gave the matter sone thought. Lossoshér's theory could not be dism ssed out of
hand-it nerely | acked probability. To refuse himhis wi sh would not only be unfair but
coul d arouse sone suspicion. The Ferrons had their own space fleet and could handle the
undertaki ng by thenselves. If the planet of eternal life really turned out to be
sonewhere around here...

"I won't stand in your way," Rhodan gave his assent. "I'll put one of ny space
fighters at your disposal. The cabin is very snmall but two people can squeeze in if we
renove some non-essential equiprment. |I'Il order Deringhouse to make a fighter ship and a
pilot available for you. You will have to keep in touch with us constantly via radio."

The old Ferron rose. His small figure made hi m appear younger

"I am nmuch obliged, Rhodan. My success will be your success."

Rhodan foll owed hi m pensively with his eyes.

And finally a third nmeeting took place.

Regi nal d Bell had assenbled the Mutant corps for a briefing. The tinme of the neeting
was set in the early afternoon hours of the long Ferrol day. Perry Rhodan did not take
part but had given Bell all necessary instructions.

The nmutants arrived one after the other. The radioactive fall-out of nmany, atonmic
bonbs had caused severe hereditary damage to the current generation. However, not all of
the effects were negative. Heretofore unrecogni zed potentials of manki nd were awakened
and becanme activated. Rhodan had realized his chance in tine, |ocated the best nutants
and engaged themto work for him

More than once Rhodan's Power had been saved and protected by these nutants.

As usual, Bell flinched as the Japanese tel eporter Tako Kakuta materialized out of
thin air and al nost stepped on his toes.

"I only hope that soneday you'll nake a nistake and wind up in a blast furnace," he
growl ed angrily because he always fell for the same gag. Then he added in his nost
of ficial manner:

"Kakuta, if you dare once nore to scare your superior officer I'll see to it that you
get three days behind bars."

“"I''"l'l be delighted." The Japanese grinned and wi nked at his coll eague Ras Tschuba
who was just entering the roomlike a nornal hunman being. "But you will have to see to it
that nmy cell is surrounded by a five-di nensional energy field and a tinme |ock so you'l
be sure | won't break out."

Bell did not reply. He knew how senseless it would be. To get over his irritation he
turned to Anne Sloane and little nine-year-old Betty Toufry. Anne and the little girl
were both outstanding tel ekinetic wonders. By strength of their will alone they were able
to nove physical matter across great distances. Betty was, in addition, a telepath and
wor ked nostly together with the other telepath, John Marshall.

There was a total of 15 nutants in the gathering.
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Bell pulled a piece of paper out of his pocket, tried for two mnutes to deci pher his
own handwriting and put it back in his pocket hoping he woul d not forget anything.

"Friends" he began, junping with surprising agility on a table from which be could
overl ook his audi ence, "Perry Rhodan requests your cooperation. | don't have tinme to make
a |l ong speech. You all know at |east from hearsay-about the five-dinensional vault
underneath the Red Pal ace. Ras Tschubai gained admttance to the vault but be nade an
involuntary trip through tine, which took himback to the begi nning of the universe."

"Now we will again go into the vault but without the risk of travelling into the past
or the future. The positronic brain has evaluated all the latest information and sel ected
its instructions. By utilizing a new fornula, the Arkonide energy generator will forma

new network of rays which will neutralize the effect of the cosmic rays which are the
substance of the vault. Thus all objects inside the tine vault-even though in a different
era-will be returned to the present tinme. Then all we need do is sinply renove them from
the vault."

"You are not programmed for inmediate action but you are required to stand by during
the experinment so that you can execute wi thout delay any operation requested of you."

"That will be all. Wait in your quarters for the alert we will proceed via
transmtter to Thorta and go on to the vault fromthere. Thank you."
Bell junped fromthe table and left the room

Sgt. Goll was not very happy about his assignnent. When Conmmander Deri nghouse
sumoned him he anticipated with sone excitenment a special mission. But his hopes were
soon di sappoi nted. |Instead of going on a reconnai ssance flight with his pals, he had to
check all Vegan planets and their noons with this old Ferron.

Li ke a good soldier he conplied with resignation. Assisted by the technica
personnel, he pulled out the weapons fromtheir nmountings in his pursuit ship to provide
roomfor the scientist in the narrow cabin. The radi o equi pnent was renoved as well.
Goll received inits place a handy little radio transmtter which was adequate for any
energency within the Vegan system The contour couch was ripped out and repl aced by
anot her seat.

Soon Lossoshér joined himwith his notes and papers under his arm After they had
clinmbed into the small cockpit, Lossoshér gave the signal to start. Thanks to quick
hypno-trai ni ng he spoke passabl e English although he had no idea in which part of the
uni verse this | anguage was used. In any case he was able to communicate with his pilot.

"The inner planets can be disregarded since their climate is too unhealthy but," he
added quickly, "who knows what is healthy or unhealthy for imortal s? However, the
history records indicate that their habitat was cool. The 12th planet has three fairly
bi g noons and we can start our investigation there."

Sgt. Goll nodded.

"Alright then, lets go!"

And the sl eek machine glided like a silvery drop into the ocean of waiting stars.

Thora changed her nind at the last, minute. "Now she no | onger wanted to enter the
vault. This left only Rhodan, Bell, Khrest and the nutants to step into the big
matter-transmtter on their base.

The thing | ooked like a huge wire cage. Generators furnished the considerabl e energy
whi ch was consuned in the denmaterialized transport through hyperspace. The requirenents
were nore obvious than the explanation for the nethod. They knew the power needed in
operating a matter-transmtter-even though the operating principle was a nystery to them

The gate cl osed.

The gate cl osed, Rhodan adjusted the coordi nates and activated the nachi ne. Not hing
what soever seened to happen. This was according to plan, for none of the usual pain could
be felt while dematerializing over short distances.

The gate opened again. They had arrived in Thorta, the capital of Ferrol. The Thort's
bodyguards were waiting for them and acconpanied themw th all due reverence as far as
the basenent of the palace. Then they left themto their fate for none of the Ferrons was
inthe least interested to risk their lives in an encounter with the evil spirits known
to haunt the place.

Ras Tschubai scouted out the terrain by teleporting hinself to various spots. John
Marshal | the telepath, intercepted Tschubai's thought inpulses during his junps and
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passed on these thoughts to Perry Rhodan. This way Rhodan was fully infornmed as to what
was |ying ahead of him

The generator had al ready been brought down to the vaulted roomthe previous day. It
had been pl aced near the entrance of the hall in whose centre the nysterious crypt was
known to be.

There it was-invisible to human eyes, yet inpenetrable for any matter. This crypt was
a bell of pure energy, which had been set up thousands of years ago by an unknown race to
house and conceal in it many inconprehensible secrets. The crypt was forned by the rays
of distant radio stars. Sonmewhere deep in space a nysterious installation nust be hidden
whi ch converted these rays into one beamand directed it to the ceiling of the
underground vault in the palace. There the beam spread out to forman invisible
cone-shaped structure of pure energy. Anne Sloane, the telekinetic, had once succeeded in
deflecting these rays for a few seconds. The crypt opened and Ras Tschubai junped inside.
But this procedure had not permtted a thorough exploration of the crypt's contents.
Ther ef ore Rhodan had been pleased to obtain a formula fromthe positronic brain that
woul d achi eve the neutralization of the beaned rays of the radio stars. This effect was
based on the principle of polarization, as Khrest had expl ained. There was no tinme linit
on how long this polarization could be applied. At the sane tinme the tinme barrier would
be lifted according to the information supplied by the positronic automaton. This fact
was of the utnost inportance for Perry Rhodan and his nen, for what good would it do them
to enter the crypt if the objects hidden inside were not present at this tine but
t housands or even millions of years in the past or the future?

Rhodan distributed the nutants around the crypt so as to be avail abl e when needed,
ready to junp inside. Then he bent over the generator to check for the proper adjustnent.
Satisfied, he straightened up again.

"Khrest, Bell and | will be the first to go inside. Only Mss Sl oane and John

Marshall will join us inmediately while the rest of the nmutants will hold thensel ves
ready. We don't know yet what special qualifications will be needed, but in case..
Everyone under st ood what he neant to say.
".we should encounter sonme obstacle, the nmutant whose special talents will best
qualify himto renove this obstacle will have to join and help us." This was what Rhodan

had i ntended to express.

Rhodan hesitated slightly. Then he bent once nore over the generator and pushed a
button. There was a clicking sound, followed by a soft constant hum Now the atomc
battery inside the generator provided the energy needed to produce the polarizing ray
beam

Al were waiting with baited breath. Wre the positronic brain's cal cul ations
actually correct? Had the nmessage inscribed on the gol den box, rescued earlier from
i nside the vault, been properly decoded? A tiny mstake was all that was needed to...

The subterranean hall with its rough-hewn stone walls was apparently enpty. Not hing
obstructed their view of the opposite side. However Rhodan knew that this was nothing but

an optical illusion: light rays were skilfully deflected and bent to create the

i mpression of an enpty space, while in reality energy beans had formed a crypt, invisible
to the viewer, an inpenetrable barrier to solid matter, light rays and all other kinds of
waves.

Rhodan' s thoughts were preoccupi ed with these technical details when his eyes
suddenly perceived the first change. The air in the niddle of the roomseened to glinmrer.
The obj ects behind, the opposite wall, becane hazy. The stones appeared to nove and
change their form Al of a sudden they totally disappeared. The deflection of the |ight
rays had been cancell ed.

But there were even nore astonishing things happening.

Bel | renmmi ned notionl ess as suddenly nysterious objects materialized out of the void,
at first in indistinct outlines that soon took on nore definite shape. The clearer and
nore tangi bl e they becane, the weaker grew the glimering of the air. The barrier forned
by the cosmic rays gradually dissolved. Finally it vanished entirely.

And sinmultaneously all the objects the energy vault was supposed to protect fromthe
outside world, returned to the present time. They materialized fromthe past and fromthe
future, lost all properties of the fourth and the fifth-di nension normal tine and
timeshift, and thus becane not only visible but also tangi ble and pal pabl e. They adj usted
to the current tine stream which rendered them concrete and gave t hem substance. They
becane reality.
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"That is fantastic! exclainmed Bell, "Absolutely fantastic!"

"But it is real at the sane tinme, Rhodan replied in a whisper. "The best method to
nmake sonet hing safe and unassailable is when you send it into the farthest future. There
it will wait until we have caught up with it in time. In the past, however..

".it would be lost forever," remarked Khrest, unless you can retrieve it fromthere,
best by returning into the past era in person."

"You mean to say that time travel is not mere theory, no crazy notion?" Rhodan
i nqui r ed.

"Time travel is the basis of the fifth dinmension, the same as space is that of the
third dinmension. But listen, Perry, don't press nme on that point. Just |let things devel op
at their own speed; whenever you encounter such a situation, beware of underestinating
it. If time travel were so sinple, the Arkoni des woul d have | ong since undertaken the
necessary steps to prevent the events that led to the decay of our star enpire.”

That sounded | ogi cal enough and Perry no |onger insisted on nore details. Next to
him Bell was stifling a groan Anne Sl oane and John Marshall remained silent and
unnovi ng.

The middle of the big hall was now taken up by a self-contai ned section. It was easy
to i magi ne how the strangers had brought here, all these treasures, many thousands of
years ago, to send theminto another tine era. But were these really treasures?

At first sight the place resenbl ed a storehouse. Boxes and chests stood in neat rows,
stacked on top of each other; they formed a border around sone object in their centre.
This object |ooked quite famliar: it was a matter transmtter!

It must be a nediumsized type; it could acconmobdate nore than one person inside. Its
hei ght once again indicated that the unknown race nust have been as tall as human bei ngs.
The controls of this matter transnitter were simlar to those already seen in earlier
speci nens.

A matter-transmtter-here?

The sanme question flashed through their minds: where was the anti-transnitter
| ocated, the counterpart of this transnmtter? What woul d happen if they entered this
transnmtter, activated it? Wiere would they energe?

O rather-when would they rematerialize?

The inner nmoon of the 12th planet received sufficient heat from Vega to prevent it
frombeing a totally sterile world. Its own gravitational pull was strong enough to hold
a consi derabl e anount of atnosphere trapped above the surface of the noon. It night be
conceivable to classify this 12A, as Lossoshér called the satellite, capable of
sustaining life.

Sgt. Goll shook his head when the Ferronian scientist asked himto circle slowy
around the noon at a |low altitude.

"Do you really believe that inmortal race would pick such an inhospitable place to
spend the everlasting rest of their lives?"

Lossoshér was crouching in his narrow seat and kept staring out of the view hatch,
down on this sparsely lit world. To their left they could see the oversized sphere of the
12th planet. It dominated the scene entirely.

"It does not matter too nmuch what | believe, Sergeant. But we nust not overl ook
anything. W nust renenber that. This strange race probably regards life differently than
we do. Just consider that they seem ngly have no other purpose in |ife than posing
riddles for other people. Perhaps they even withdrew into the interior of their own
world. If so, you nust admit it would not matter at all where this world would be
| ocated. It m ght wander all al one throughout the universe without a sun, without noons,
wi thout light, without heat. Wy, then, couldn't it be right here?"

Goll did not reply. He was at a | oss what to say.

Seen from above, the 12A was a dead world. The stony desert showed a few rare pl ant
speci nens-the only sign of organic |ife. Here and there, a nmiserable rivulet squeezed its
way through the rocks, soon to ooze away in the dry soil. There were no seas, no oceans.
The noon consi sted of one uninterrupted |Iand mass. This did not exclude, however, that
wat er m ght gather deep bel ow the surface, form ng underground water reservoirs. Still,
this had no influence on the climte of the desolate world above ground.

After they had circled twice around the noon, Lossoshér said: "Let's |land here!"

Sgt Goll cursed under his breath but he remenbered the orders Maj. Deringhouse had
given him all w shes of the Ferronian scientist were to be carried out unconditionally.
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And he Sgt. Goll, of all people had to be entrusted with such a task!

The machi ne descended steadily, flying above the dead | andscape at a height of |ess
than a t housand feet.

"Wher e?"

"Let's wait a little longer," Lossoshér said. His face reflected his intense
enptions. It was as if he were searching for sonething. "Just keep on flying at this
altitude. Slow down, please, if you possibly can.”

Goll let the fighter plane glide slowy above the rocks. This was the nobst desol ate
sight the pilot had ever seen in all his life.

Lossoshér, on the other hand, did not share Goll's distaste for the view He kept
staring intently through the oval w ndow. Nothing seened to escape his searching eyes.

Two hours later the scientist finally |eaned back in his seat.

"I think we can dispense with a landing. | don't believe we will find anything here.
Set course on 12B. Maybe we will be |uckier there."

Goll breathed a sigh of relief. He threw a glance at the map and seconds | ater took
of f into space. The noon sank away bel ow t hem

"I think it's alright now for us to enter the crypt, Khrest," said Rhodan. "The
generator has renoved the barrier. Nothing can happen to us as long as the energy is
fl owing. And according to your information this should continue for the next few thousand
years. That should give us plenty of tine. Let's go, then!"

Rhodan wal ked ahead. Khrest followed after sonme initial hesitation. Bell waited for a
whil e before he joined them together with the two nutants. The rest of the nenbers of
the mutant corps remained in the background. They did not budge fromthe spot.

Rhodan reached the place where previously the invisible wall had obstructed his path.
Now t he obstacl e had vani shed. There was a heavy trunk in his way. He had to nmake a
slight detour around it. Then he entered the vault.

He stopped in front of the transnmitter, the largest object inside the crypt and
|l ocated right in the centre. Rhodan put his hand in his pocket and touched the piece that
he kept hidden there. On it was witten a nystifying sentence translated by the
positronic brain, which had informed himin addition that the sanme sentence was supposed
its to make appearance inside the crypt. It was the beginning of the newtrail.

Khrest was standi ng besi de Rhodan. His reddi sh eyes were filled with uncertainty. His
del i cate hands were trenbling.

"Perry, you aren't going to..!

Rhodan just stared at the Arkonide scientist. There was sonething very conpelling in
his gaze. "You woul dnt stop now, would you, Khrest? After having conme this close to our
goal? | sinply can't believe that! The human race behaves quite different; at |east, we
don't give in so easily, provided it's for a cause that justifies our efforts. The stakes
are high enough here. Just think-eternal life!"

"What good would it do you if you should die trying to reach your goal, Perry?"

"That would hardly have been what the unknowns intended for us, Khrest. They |eft
this trace which inevitably nust lead to them And these unknown people did not even risk

anything while putting us onto their scent for it will be found and traced only by those
who vibrate on the same wavel ength. You can count on it that the planet of eternal life
will never be found by uncivilized barbarians. Rest assured, Khrest, the unknowns woul d
never lure us into a trap which nmight prove fatal to us. W will encounter many

obst acl es, of course, but death is not one of them"

Bel | had been unusually silent. Now he spoke. "Who can tell when these nysterious
bei ngs set up this transmitter here in this spot. You said it nust have been 10, 000 years
ago when they left this system Wo knows what all night have happened in the neantine
that they had not reckoned with? W mght even land right in the nmiddle of the Vega sun."

Rhodan shook his head. "That's out of the question. You underestimte the
intelligence of these beings. They nmust definitely have been aware of the possibility
that it mght take centuries or mllennia until sonmeone would find the beginning of their
trail. They nust have considered all potential astronom cal changes in their
calculations. | amcertain they would not nmake unnecessary risks."

Rhodan stepped closer to the matter transnmitter. He opened the wire gate. The
controls, sone |levers and switches, were exactly |like those Rhodan knew form those on
Ferrol. Nothing different except for one thing: this transnmitter had remai ned until now
inadifferent tine era, either in the past or in the future.
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"You will all stay here," Rhodan said with a strained voice. "I am goi ng ahead by
nyself. If this transnmitter functions properly and | land in sonme safe place, |'Il return
at once and pick you up to cone with ne."

"And what will happen if you don't.?" Bell sounded worri ed.

Rhodan shrugged his shoulders; sinply threw a swift glance in Khrest's direction and
then stepped inside the cabin, which could easily accommpdate five to six persons.

"Once | have disappeared, you will have to wait here," Rhodan said. "Don't do
anything that m ght endanger ny return.”

Khrest did not seemtoo pleased with Rhodan's orders. "Wuldn't it make nore sense if
sonebody el se..?"

"No, Khrest! | am absolutely convinced of the good intentions of these unknown
creatures. They want their riddle to be solved sonme day. Shall | disappoint thenP"

Khrest was silent.

Rhodan sm | ed at Khrest and Bell, waved reassuringly at Anne and John-then depressed
the | ever.

The result was nost puzzling: Rhodan neither vani shed nor becane invisible. He just
stood in the wire cage, as if nothing had happened.
The transmtter was not in working order.

The second noon of the 12th planet could have been a twin of the first satellite.
They were both exactly alike. A passable atnosphere, very little water, sparse
veget ation, rocky ground and bare nountains.

Lossoshér insisted they should land and Sgt. Goll conplied with his w shes rather
ungraci ously. The machi ne touched ground on a stony plateau. The automatic control
i nstrunents indicated that the atmosphere was rather thin. It did not seem advi sable to
| eave the pressurized cabin without a spacesuit. Cursing under his breath, the Ferronian
scientist slipped into a gossaner-1like coverall and donned a plastic space hel net.

"Wait here for ne," requested Lossoshér, and di sappeared in the bottomhatch. It had
been fixed up as a provisional airlock. Goll |ocked the hatch hernetically tight and
started the exit procedures. The air was sucked off, a vacuumwas created. Then the
out si de hatch opened and the Ferron was tipped out |like a parcel onto the ground. He
rolled dowmn on the stony surface of the noon 12B. This rough treatnent, however, did not
danmpen his spirits. The gravitation on this nobon was considerably | ess than that of his
hone planet Ferrol. Ninbly he leapt to his feet and bounded of f, quickly getting away
fromthe fighter plane without so nuch as even | ooking back once at Goll, who was
wat chi ng him from behi nd the plane's w ndow.

"What an unpl easant character!" grunbled the pilot.

The scientist di sappeared behind sone rocks. He proceeded without a definite plan,
relying on what chance woul d bring. Conmon sense told himthat his chances here were nil
to find any hints as to the whereabouts of the nissing planet.

Goll was bored, sitting and waiting inside the narrow cabin. He too, could have gone
out si de, but he could not see that it would serve any purpose. Thus he just sat and
wai t ed.

Two hours | ater Lossoshér returned. He did not show any signs of di sappoi ntnent.
Slowy he clinbed through the airlock into the interior of the plane, took off his space
hel ret and snorted: "Nothing! This is definitely not the |ost planet we are |ooking for.
Let's try the next one."

Goll sighed. "It won't be any different there. How many noons are there around the
13t h pl anet?"

"Only two," replied Lossoshér. There were two deep creases in his high bul ging
forehead. He gave the inpression of concentrating on sonmething inportant. "And one of the
two is rather interesting froman astrononical point of view"

Groll nmade no coment. He started the engine. Not until 12B was receding rapidly
below themdid he finally remark: "What's so special about it?"

"This nmoon is so far away fromits planet that it takes half a year for one
revolution around it. This nakes nmoon 13B nore or less a planet rather than a noon. It's
just that it circles around another planet and together with that around the sun. Wy
shouldn't it be the 43rd planet we are | ooking for?"

"Way shouldn't it? You have a point there." Goll thought a nmonent and then added
with a grin: "But-on the other hand, why should it be the 43rd pl anet?"

file://IF|/unsorted books/Perry Rodin/Perry Rodan 014 - The Galactic Riddle.txt (12 of 42) [6/21/2001 1:17:13 AM]



file:/l/F|/unsorted books/Perry Rodin/Perry Rodan 014 - The Galactic Riddle.txt

Perry Rhodan tried once nore but it was again in vain. Nothing changed. The
transmtter seened dead.

Rhodan stepped out of the wire cage, his disappointnent clearly showing on his face.
"I can't under stand what's wong there," he adnmitted to Khrest. "W succeeded in
overcom ng quite a few obstacles, certainly not just to come to a standstill in front of
a defective matter transmtter. What does it nean, | wonder?"

"There must be sonme neaning to it!" Khrest sounded convinced. "Think of all the other
transmtters. None ever suffered any danage throughout the thousands of years. They kept
on working in perfect order all the time. The source of their energy supply is
i nexhausti bl e. The generators are built-in, as we have | earned. Therefore, we nust
conclude that there nust be sone reason this transmtter here is not functioning. It nust
be on purpose. Wat do you think, Bell?"

Bell did not really have any particul ar opinion on the subject but he wanted to save
face. "I agree with you Khrest," he began slowy. to gain tine. "These beings fromthe
past certainly did not |ack imgination. Now, to top it all off, they even want us to
repair a matter transmitter to prove our ability to think in five-di nensional terns."

Bel | had suggested this nore or |ess because he wanted to say sonethi ng when he had
been chal | enged by Khrest. But Rhodan seened to take his words seriously. Rhodan gl anced
briefly at his friends, then turned his attention to the transnitter again.

He opened the door to the wire cage and stepped inside. Khrest waited, as well as
Anne Sl oane and John Marshall. Bell, however, who had not failed to notice the unexpected
ef fect of his suggestion, felt encouraged for further explorations.

Rhodan was searching. He was | ooking for sonmething definite-the hint that would bring
them nearer to the solution of this nystery.

The unknown race possessed an invaluable secret: inmortality. They were to share this
know edge with a race that would be on a par with them But how could they nmake sure who
was worthy indeed to learn their secret? The answer was sinple: they had to pass a nunber
of tests! Therefore they left behind thema cleverly devised trail when they disappear ed.
I f anyone succeeded in following this trail and interpreting correctly the many hi dden
hints, then sonme day the two would have to neet-those who set the task and those who
solved it. Those who devised the nystery and those who unravelled it.

A genui ne cosnic nystery hunt!

A galactic riddle!

The Gal actic Riddle!

Rhodan realized that the transmtter presented two problens at the same tine. First,
the machine had to be put back into working order and, next, it would transport themto
some unknown place, where, however...

He did not dare reflect further. Whatever problemwould confront themthere would be
anot her task to sol ve.

Suddenly Reginald Bell cried out in surprise. Khrest hurried over to him joined by
the two nmutants. It took several seconds before Rhodan could wal k over to the group that
had gat hered around Bell. Rhodan still had his hand in his pocket, grasping the strip of
paper which seened to burn like fire inside his palm

"What happened? Did you find anything?"

"An inscriptions!" Bell exclainmed |loudly. "I have discovered an inscription. At the
back of the transmtter. It was quite sinple!”

Rhodan pulled the slip of paper out of his pocket. He | ooked at it, then conpared the
text wwth the two lines inscribed on the otherw se snmooth back wall of the transmtter.
Then he returned the paper to his pocket.

Bel | watched this maneuver, the di sappointnent clearly showing on his face. "Ws that
a dictionary you consulted just now?" he inquired sarcastically.

"Yes, Reg, if you don't mind." Rhodan exami ned the two I[ines on the transmitter
closely. "These letters are identical with the type we found in the earlier nessages.
Therefore they nmust be characters of one and the sanme | anguage. The | anguage of the
imortals. W encountered this same sentence at the very beginning of the trail we have
been pursuing. It stands to reason: the transnitter nust be the continuation of that
trail"”

"Sent ence? What sentence?" Bell was puzzl ed.

"Thi s | anguage consists of pictorial synbols, geonetrical signs and strange
characters. Besides, it is conposed in a conplicated code, which can be interpreted only
by the positronic brain."
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"And what is that sentence?" Bell kept insisting.

Rhodan smled. "'You will find the light, if your mnd corresponds to that of the
hi ghest order.' | had the feeling that we would find this nmessage sonewhere around here.
Now we know for sure that we are on the right track, that will eventually |lead us to that
l'ight."

Bel | kept staring at the strange synmbols. "If our mnd corresponds to that of the
hi ghest order. "But does it really, Perry?"

"At | east we can be positive that this is the case of the positronic robot's mnd!"
Rhodan concl uded with enphasi s.

Moon 12C held no surprises, neither did 13A

Goll was rather curious as he directed the small fighter plane away fromthe 13th
pl anet and with increasing speed toward its outer, second noon.

The satellite's dianmeter was |l ess than that of Mars and its gravitation al nost 1G
This fact seemed rather unusual. Lossoshér suggested that this could be explained only if
heavy el ements conposed the interior of the noon. The atnosphere was breat habl e and not
too thin. Lossoshér checked his notes from previous exploratory flights, which told that
the clinmate was rough and col d, but passable.

This noon is really a world, an inhabitable planet, thought Goll. He wondered why
the Ferrons had not colonized it. Wen he expressed his thoughts in a question to the
Ferronian scientist, the latter declared: "The climate on 13B is tolerable as far as you
are concerned. Qur population density is far too snmall for us to need col onies. And
particularly not on such an inhospitable world as nmoon 13B. It's too cold for us. You
see, it is nothing extraordinary that we seemto ignore planets or noons that could be
devel oped as col onies. Perhaps later on if our own planet becones too small for our
needs.."

The 13th planet dininish in size while the outer noon began to | oomincreasingly
| arger. The shinmmering envel ope of its atnosphere, illuninated by weak light fromthe far
di stant Vega sun, stood out clearly against the darkness of space. Mon 13B woul d have
been consi dered a planet back honme in their own solar system thought Goll with envy. A
far better world than Mars-if Lossoshér had not exaggerated in his data about this
satellite. And the heavy interior might indicate that a future nmning enterprise m ght
prove profitable.

There were no cloud formations to obstruct the view on the small world' s surface.
Here too, Goll realized with resignation, were neither oceans nor |akes. That neans
little water, he thought, feeling disappointed. But at |east several snaller rivers in
the wide plains. They enptied in deeper |lying basins and then oozed away in the ground.
This resulted in extensive green that seened to invite potential settlers.

"Didn't the Ferrons send sone expeditions to this world?" Goll wondered al oud.
"There nmust be life on such a world."

"Nature is generous," Lossoshér replied. "Many worlds may exi st somewhere in the
uni verse, that are only waiting to be discovered by intelligent races. These worl ds
devel oped only vegetation, but no sentient, intelligent beings. W do have reports about
this noon, of course, but none speaks of the existence of present or past life. However,

| believe these observations were not too thorough. | would doubt that anyone ever
actually landed on 13B."
"How careless," remarked Goll. "Or maybe, it is rather due to the i mmense size of

your system whi ch contains so nmany inhabitable worlds. Qur own solar systemhas only two
pl anets in addition to our own which are suitable for settlenents."

"Your systemis very far fromVega, isn't it?" Lossoshér asked off-handedly. But
Groll had not forgot. not Rhodan's instructions.

"Whet her far or near, what difference does it nmke?"

The Ferron pretended not to have noticed how his pilot evaded answering his question.
The day woul d cone when he would find out where these strangers originated from Now he
suddenl y poi nted, downward.

"You see that nountain range? Try to fly along it at a lowaltitude. If the imortals
left some sign for us, then it nust be only at some spot that is easily detected and
visible fromfar away. A nountain top would be the ideal place.”

That seened sensible, and Goll descended | ower still, flying above the green plain
in the direction of the nountain range.

There were no trees, only tall grass with occasional rocky shelves jutting out. A
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shal l ow river serpentined with a thousand little ramfications through a naze of tiny
islands. It was a prineval |andscape, only the animals were missing. The land lay there
lonely, as if waiting for sone life to cone.

Now t he grass was | ower and increasingly sparse. Soon there were only occasi onal
tufts on the rocky ground. The character of the |andscape changed. It becane dry and
sterile. Nothing, but bare rock, gently rising higher and higher.

Goll Pulled the machine higher up, paralleling the rise of the ground, which kept
| oomi ng up steeper and steeper, without any irregularities along its surface.

Lossoshér was glued to the wi ndow of the plane. He observed attentively every detail
of the terrain, searching for traces he was not sure even existed or what they m ght | ook
like. For all he knew they m ght be chasing phantons.

The sl ope kept clinbing steeply, then suddenly ceased. Groll saw in anazenent an even
plain stretching to the far horizon. This high plateau was like a different world that
had nothing in conmon with the flat |owl ands they had left behind. Its altitude was
nearly 6,000 feet. There was no water, no vegetation. It was a dead, hostile land. If
ever there had existed a civilization on this noon, then certainly not up here on this
pl at eau.

Lossoshér seenmingly paid no attention to this obvious fact. "Pull up a bit higher for
a better overall view, " he suggested to his pilot. "Watch out for any unusual features."

"Do you really think these imuortals placed sone signposts for us down there? That's
absurd. "

"What is regarded as normal by strangers frequently seens absurd to us," argued the
scientist. "The sane way, of course, the other way round. W nust bear this in mnd, for
those who live longer than the sun certainly nust have taken this into account too.
What's the readi ng on your gravoneter?"

Goll was startled by Lossoshér's |ast remark. He | ooked at the instrunment panel and
tried to concentrate on this abrupt change of topic.

"There must undoubtedly be heavy el enments below. But they mght be just naturally
occurring in this arrangenent. O do you assune this could be attributed to sone
subterranean installations of the unknown race?"

"Who knows?" Lossoshér said with an air of nystery. "Wuldn't that be a nice surprise
if we could find the entrance to their abode?”

Incorrigible optimst, thought Groll, and cursed this crazy task he had been ordered
to carry out. It really could have been fun otherwise, if he had not had to acconpany
this Ferronian scientist. He could have enjoyed exploring this little world bel ow. He
woul d have | anded on the grassy plain, then searched for snall aninmals, or examnined the
water fromthe river for protozoa with his nicroscope and--

"Look at that group of isolated rocks over there!" Lossoshér's request interrupted
Goll's pleasant day-dreans. "Touch down cl ose by."

Goll said nothing. He sinply began the | andi ng maneuver. He banked and circled | ow
above the irregularly scattered rocks. Then he set the machine gently down next to the
| argest rock. The terrain | ooked wild and rugged. Not a trace of life or vegetation.

"The atnmosphere is alright for us here. You can acconpany ne, if you like."

Goll did not accept the invitation. He waited until the scientist had left the plane
and di sappeared in the naze of rocks. Then he took a light hand raygun fromthe weapon
shel f, checked it briefly, then put the gun in his belt. He stepped fromthe plane. After
all, he wanted to profit fromthe occasion to go exploring the area a bit on his own.

He closed the exit door setting the lock for a new conbinati on known to hi m al one.
This way he nmade sure that nobody could enter the fighter plane without automatically
bl ocki ng the driving gear.

The air was cool and fresh but seened to contain insufficient oxygen, for Goll had
to breathe rapidly. Like back hone on sonme nountain 12,000 feet high, he thought. Well
that should not present too nuch of a difficulty for himin his explorations.

Slowy he tried to follow behind Lossoshér, who had been | ost fromvi ew anong the
rocks. The terrain was vast and not easy to survey. How absurd to insist on searching
here of all places for the remants of sonme lost civilization! The ground was snooth and
even, except for an occasional boul der which jutted out against the bl uish-green sky like
rounded- of f cones.

Groll was wondering how these odd formations ni ght have conme about. After all, there
was no water present. Storns would occur only seldomand then not at all violent. Surely
this world nust have | ooked quite different in the past. He tried to explain this odd
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| andscape.

The sil ence around hi m seened uncanny. The only sound audi ble was Goll's footsteps,
nmultiplied by the echo thrown back fromthe surrounding rock walls. Sonmewhere, he could
not quite determ ne where, he could hear other footsteps-those of Lossoshér.

Al'l of a sudden, he stopped and |istened closely. He heard now only Lossoshér's
steps, but rather indistinct and confusing. The sound cane fromhis right, fromhis left,
frombehind himand fromthe front. Just as if a whole arny were marching through the
pillars of the rock cones. The echo was reflected fromthe walls over and over again
until it finally reached an exit fromthis echo chanber in an upward direction

But the pilot's well-trained ear could very well distinguish between the original the
footsteps and their echo. It was not easy to do, but not inpossible.

Goll's hand wandered automatically over to his belt feeling for his gun. The coo
netal felt reassuring.

There were other steps besides those of the Ferronian scientist-slow, cautiously
gropi ng, creeping steps.

G oll and Lossoshér were not alone on this world.

3/ THE LURKI NG DANGER

They had called it a day and no | onger pursued their attenpt to return the natter
transmtter to proper working order. Khrest had thoroughly exanined the transmtter and
found out that the connections had been deliberately broken in sonme places. There were
sone faulty installations that would cause short circuits.

"This is our first task, which we nust sol ve before we can conti nue with our other
experinments," Khrest sunmed up the situation. Then he added: "Fortunately we have in our
possessi on the construction plans for the transnmitter. Wth the help of our positronic
brain we will obtain a circuit diagram Let's hope that one of our properly programed
wor ker robots will be able to correct the faulty installations that the unknowns seemto
have put here on purpose.”

Rhodan judged it best to go along with Khrest's suggestions. They had | eft one of the
nut ants behind in the vault to keep guard over the natter transmitter. The neutralizing
generator renained switched on for they certainly did not wish to risk that the crypt
nm ght di sappear again into the secrecy of tine.

Rhodan spent half the night in the centre which housed the big Arkonide positronic
brain, that was a little brother of the gigantic positronic installation on Venus, where
it had been left behind by the ruling race of the universe. This had been during the era
when Atlantis existed on Earth. Rhodan fed his questions nonstop into the positronic
brain, which spat out fornula after formula in reply. Rhodan conpared the answers. The
simultransl ators gave instructions over the | oudspeakers.

Rhodan kept up a dialogue with the positronic brain as if it were a living being. He
put his questions to it and the brain in return supplied the desired information. Seen
froma positronic point of viewthe brain was certainly alive, and in any case it was far
nore intelligent than any of the organic life forns in the universe.

Rhodan did not stop until the sinplified diagramof connections was in his hands and
the positronic brain had confirmed nost of the conjectures he had fornmed about the gane
of riddle-solving the immortals had thought up. Finally Rhodan felt satisfied. He felt
certain he was on the track of the greatest nystery of the universe. He would not rest
until he unravelled it.

The next norning Khrest conditioned one of the worker robots who specialized in
positronics. H's synthetic thought processes were readjusted on a five-dinensional basis.
Then the robot received its instructions by being connected directly to the big
positronic brain in the Stardust. It took 10 minutes for the robot which had been
fashi oned after an Arkonide nodel to becone the nost perfect constructor of matter
transnmtters of the present tine. It would be a sinple task for it to repair any
defective transmtter

I ncl udi ng those that had been put out of conmission on purpose, using the nost
refined ruses.

Rhodan waited until afternoon before he returned to Thorta. He had hoped to receive
some news from Sgt. Groll but no conmunication had arrived fromthe fighter plane. There
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was no reason to be unduly concerned about this silence. Lossoshér mi ght be so invol ved
in his search that he might forget to nake an internediary report. O the silence could
mean that the two nmen had not yet found a trace of the |ost race of the imortals.

The Thort's bodyguards could hardly conceal their astoni shnment when Rhodan, Khrest,
Bel | and the worker robot stepped out of the official transmtter inside the Red Pal ace.
The Ferrons had never before seen such a perfect nmetallic inmtation of nan.

Down below in the vault nothing had changed. The robot set to work inmediately under
the supervision of his masters. Wthin a few nminutes he had exposed the inner workings of
the transnitter. The confusion of electronic mniaturized instrunents and pl astic
conduits m ght have di scouraged Rhodan under nornmal circunstances. But here he knew t hat
the limtless know edge of the positronic brain was standing behind himin the shape of
t he worker robot. Rhodan renai ned cal mand confi dent.

"I hope he'll nake it, Perry." Bell sounded not too convinced. But Rhodan waved hi m
off with an inpatient gesture of his hand. Bell withdrew into the background, slightly
unhappy. Khrest, however, watched intently, a confident snile playing around his |ips
whil e the worker robot kept up a steady pace renoving the faulty connections and
replaci ng themw th new ones.

The long mnutes grew into an hour which seened to last an eternity to the nen

Finally the robot closed the magnetic snap lid over the interior working nmechani sm of
the transnitter and announced in a nonotone: "The transmitter is again ready for use."

Rhodan breathed a sigh of relief. He glanced at Bell, rewarded the exiting robot with
a friendly slap on his bare netallic shoulder, then inquired of Khrest: "Wen?"

"This is what | have been asking nyself the whole tine, Perry. Probably tonorrow. W
nust first carefully work out the conposition of the group that will go on this hazardous
nm ssion. Wio knows, we night |and inside another transmitter, whose receiving nechani sm
functions perfectly alright while its sending installations have been tanpered with, just
like this one here. | insist on taking along the repair robot, Al so a physician. Dr.
Haggard woul d be the ideal person for this"

"And in addition to him the two nutants Sl oane and Marshall." Rhodan agreed to
Khrest's suggestion. "Wth such a group we can face any difficulty that we may encounter.
This leap into the unknown will lead us to the next task. | amconfident we will be able
to solve it."

Khrest kept his eyes fixed on a spot on the floor. After a few nonents of silent
nmedi tation, he | ooked at Rhodan. "I still have some doubts about the whole enterprise,
Perry. | feel it is presunptuous on our part to attenpt to delve into the secrets of a
great race."

"We are not guilty of any indiscretion, Khrest. After all, they deliberately planted
that trail for us to follow "

"That's just a hypothesis, Perry. W don't know this to be a fact. To my mind we are
risking our lives if we try playing their ganes."

"Quite the contrary, Khrest-and the positronic brain is of the sane opinion. Do you
really believe it makes nore sense to | ook for the | ost planet of eternal |ife at random
anywhere in the universe?"

"Sonmetimes | amconvinced it would be better to give up this search as a | ost cause.
It is hopeless."

Bel | had been fretting in the background. It was hard for himto listen passively to
this discussion. Now he gathered up sufficient courage, especially since he knew t hat
Perry Rhodan shared his point of viewin this matter, and remarked in a chiding tone:

"Khrest, | can't understand such an attitude. Who would give up the chance to gain
eternal life? Don't you see, imortality is the prize that the unknown race is hol ding
out for us if we solve the great riddle?"

"You are just assuming all this, ny friend," Khrest said gently. "I adnmit even our
ori gi nal expedition from Arkon was based on not hing but assunptions and anci ent reports.
The planet of eternal life is supposed to exist, but that was 10.000 years ago."

"Excellent!" said Rhodan. "This is the evidence that our theories nust be right. W
al ready have absol ute proof that an alien race stayed in this system sone 10,000 years
ago. And according to their own statenents this race 'lives longer than the sun.' This is
the same as being immortal in human eyes. It stands to reason this race nust be identica
with the one which lived on your planet of eternal life. Thus we have the begi nni ng of
the trail. And to followthis trail is the actual original task of your own research
expedition, Khrest."
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The Arkonide was still hesitating. "Of course you are right there, Perry. Forgive ne
for expressing ny doubts, for presenting such spurious argunments. You are too fast for
me, Perry; you nmake such rapid decisions. The Arkonides will think fast, but act slowy.."

"So slow that your galactic enpire goes to wack and ruin!" interrupted Bell
brutally.

Khrest no longer smiled but his eyes were full of gentle forbearance. "Wl |, then,
tonorrow, if this will suit you. | am happy that we have finally conme to an agreenent.

Let's go and get a good night's rest!”

Sgt. Goll stood rooted to the ground.

It is an odd sensation to be on an uni nhabited planet and suddenly to encounter
another living being. Especially if you have no idea who this other "person" m ght be.

Wiile Groll stood listening for the steps of the stranger, his thoughts were racing
wildly. His head was filled with all kinds of speculation. Aliving creature here on 13B?
Could it be that Lossoshér was right after all? Was the unknown race indeed |living here
on this noon? Those unknowns that once upon a tine had nade a gift to the Ferrons-the
matter transmtter-and then had withdrawn to some unknown destination? Could it be true
that they had brought their own planet to this place in the system and then disguised it
as a nmoon of the 13th planet?

And-were they vicious?

Goll's hand noved instinctively to his belt. The heavy butt-end of his raygun felt

reassuring to his touch. The question still remained if this weapon could be effectively
used agai nst beings who thought in a fifth-di mensional nanner. Beings that were capabl e
of building matter transmitters. The unknowns who could inpose their will on an entire

pl anet and displace it its original orbital path.

Hi s heart was heavy with doubts but he did not | ose courage. Besides, he suddenly
realized that he nmight turn out to be one of the nost inportant nmenbers of Rhodan's space
expedition. What if he should be so and di scover the hiding place of those unknowns they
were | ooking for--

Lossoshér apparently had stopped. Goll could no | onger hear his footsteps. For a
nonent he could hear the faint echo of the creeping steps of Lossoshér's pursuer, then
everything becanme quiet. Only a gentle wind rustled through the rock pillars.

Col d shudders ran down Goll's back. Hi s fingers grasped tightly the butt-end of the
weapon that he had pulled out of his belt. His thunmb lay on the trigger. He did not dare
nove, fearing this night draw the unknown's attention to him He still had the advantage
of the elenent of surprise. The unknown evidently nust think that he was facing only one
adversary: the Ferron.

However, Groll could not remain inactive. He was responsible for the scientists
safety. And Lossoshér was unarned.

Sgt. Goll plucked up courage and began to nove. First one cautious step. He was not
sure which direction to choose but he supposed that Lossoshér and the unknown stranger
nust be behind the next rocky cone. The scientist certainly paid no heed to what el se
nm ght be going on around him as he was searching for the remains of a lost civilization
while a living enenmy was creeping toward him

Goll's hand tightened around the gun. He nade another step forward. He was carefu
not to make any noi se. The ground was even and it was easy to wal k around the occasi onal
little heaps of rubble in his path, in order to avoid stunbling over a snall stone.

The bl ood al nost froze in his veins when he heard a shout of surprise very close by.
It must be Lossoshér. But he did not call out in fear; on the contrary his voi ce sounded
triunphant. Goll was at a loss; he did not understand this.

Then once nore the strong, firmsteps of the Ferron. Goll heard stones bei ng noved
and rolled aside. The echo resounded fromthe rocky walls. In between canme the sound of
the | aboured breathing of the hard-working scientist Lossoshér was talking to hinself all
the while, but it was inpossible for Groll to understand even a single word. However it
was easy to guess that the scientist had nade sonme thrilling discovery and had becone
entirely oblivious to his surroundi ngs.

The pilot inched his way around the rock pillar that obstructed his way, keeping
virtually glued to the snboth stone. He saw now how the narrow path wi dened into a small
pl ateau that was bounded by steep walls. The distant Vega sun was very low in the sky,
its rays just barely touching the tops of the highest pillars. It grew rapidly darker.

But it was still |ight enough to recogni ze Lossoshér, who was busy noving big
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boul ders with his bare hands, trying to clear a structure that was half buried underneath
the rocks. Groll could just nake out the very top of the building. Seen fromthe distance
it appeared to be a pyramd.

Lossoshér was working hard, rolling the stones aside. Now Groll could see the snpoth
wal l's of the pyramd. Its even surface was broken only in the centre by sone kind of an
i nscription. Lossoshér concentrated on renoving the rubble to |lay bare the witing.

About 10 yards away from Lossoshér was another rock pillar with a gaping, dark,
hal f-round opening, the entrance to a tunnel. The |last weak rays of the sun pernitted
Goll to make out that the floor of this corridor fell away at a steep angle about six
feet away fromthe entrance

Qobvi ously Lossoshér nust have overl ooked this entrance or he would not have given his
undi vi ded attention to the pyramd

Goll was just about to call out to the scientist when he renenbered the hidden
stranger. He had al nost forgotten himin the excitement of watching Lossoshér's
di scovery. Now the raygun in his hand nade hi monce nore aware of the |urking danger.

Where was this unknown creature whose creeping steps he had heard a little while ago?
Was it sitting in some hiding place busy observing what Lossoshér was doing? What if it
had al so detected himas he was standing, closely pressed against the rocky wall? And if
not why did it remain so quiet now?

Cautiously Goll started to nove ahead, staying close to the wall. Between him and
the opposite wall of the narrow gorge was an enpty space al nost 20 yards w de. Lossoshér
and the pyranmid were about 30 yards away, and the entrance to the tunnel farther still.

Goll cane to a little nook. He stopped. He was fully covered here from al
directions. If he were to advance any farther he would | ose this advant ageous positi on.
Why not remain here and continue observing Lossoshér fromthis distance? The unknown
eneny provided it really was an eneny-would only concentrate on the Ferron. The opponent
woul d have to give hinmself away at sonme tinme. And then Groll would act accordingly.

It grew alnost totally dark now. The last sun rays di sappeared. Soon the first stars
becane visible in the sky. Lossoshér did not seemto notice these changes around him he
was obsessed by his find. Not until he had pushed aside the |ast obstructing boul der,
bendi ng over the nysterious inscription in order to decipher it, did he becone aware that
it was too dark to read. He had no flashlight on him He cursed softly and strai ghtened
up again, standing and hesitating over what to do next. For a few seconds his figure
| ooned like a dark shadow against the still brighter walls of the rocks. The 13th pl anet
rose above the horizon, providing just sufficient light to recognize Lossoshér's shadowy
outl i nes.

And it was a shadow that made an end to Goll's passive waiting.

Cl ose by he heard a noi se. The unknown nust have been standing at the same rock
hardly 10 feet away fromhim silently observing Lossoshér all the tine.

Now once again the stealthily advancing steps-then all of a sudden Goll could see a
dark figure standing out against the faintly illumnminated rocky wall. The shape was | arger
than Iife size, its outlines resenbling vaguely those of a human being. Yet the pointed
head and the shimering arnmour evoked horrible nenories of an era | ong gone on Earth and
at the sanme tine recently cone alive again in the Vega system

But Goll was not quite sure of hinself. A though it was agai nst Rhodan's principles
to judge any alien by his outer appearance, and although Groll had been schooled to be
unprej udi ced, he was al nost paralysed with fright.

| ncapabl e of noving, he remained standing in the safety of the niche, grasping his
gun for protection. He tried hard to pierce the darkness in order to see better
Lossoshér was still hesitating, his upright figure outlined against the lighter
background. He seened resigned to having to return to the space fighter plane. He did not
see the strange, weird-1ooking shadow, although it was |less than 10 feet away from him

Goll cane to |ife again.

If he hesitated any | onger, the hazy figures of the scientist and the stranger would
blend into each other and Groll would not be able to distinguish them And this would
condermm himto inactivity, nake himunable to cone to the Ferron's assi stance.

Goll raised the raygun and pointed at the strangers shadow. He kept his eyes fixed
on it while he called out:

"Lossoshér! Watch out! Run to the right. A stranger is creeping toward you! Hurry!"

Goll did not intend shooting at an alien life formas long as it had not been
identified beyond a doubt to be hostile toward him The last thing he would want to do
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woul d be to start a war with the inhabitants of this planet-he had difficulty regarding
13B as a noon. O course, the inhabitants were fully entitled to check out any intruders
intheir territory.

Fortunately for Groll sonething happened that made such a deci sion superfl uous.

The mi ghty shadow in the nmiddle of the plateau ceased novi ng ahead toward Lossoshér
Goll expected at any nonment to see the flash from sonme weapon. He was deternined to
answer this fire. But all renai ned quiet.

While the Ferron hesitated just a second before he followed Goll's instructions and
ran qui ckly out of the presunmed Iine of fire, the stranger seized the opportunity to duck
and run.

Goll's attention had been diverted for an instant by the Ferron's novenents,
al though he still kept his eyes on the stranger's shadow. But this slight diversion was
enough.

Rocks and stones were spattering in all directions as the unknown scurried as fast as
a weasel toward the rock pillar with the entrance to the tunnel. It disappeared instantly
into the depth of the rocky shelter. Goll could still hear the noises conming fromthe
shaft but they rapidly died down, growing nore distant; then all was silent.

Goll waited alnost a minute before he called to the Ferron: "He is gone; cone here
Let's get back to the ship. Wo knows what other dangers are lurking here in the dark?"

The Ferronian scientist cane running across the plateau. He did not seemto realize
the danger he had barely escaped a little while ago. He was very excited as he said
loudly and triunphantly to Goll: "I have found it! | have found those that |ive | onger
than the sun!"

Goll felt annoyed. He put the raygun back in his hol ster

"A fat lot of good that would do you as a dead man!"

The Ferron seened startled by this renmark. "Wiat do you nean by that? That stranger?
Uni nportant! Probably just sone poor guy out for a wal k. He got scared by us and ran.

G oll wal ked ahead.

He murnured: "Synbolically speaking, the sun does not live here for very long."

4/ STRANGER I N A STRANGE TUNNEL

Anot her ni ght went by.

Rhodan was determned to solve this day the second part of the cosnmic puzzle. He
assenbl ed the people he had selected to participate in this venture and pointed out to
themthe risks they were facing. Then via a matter transnitter they transferred by the
fastest and nost conveni ent way possible directly to the Red Pal ace of the Thort.

The robot guard did not seemto have budged fromthe spot since they had left him

"Nothing to report, sir," he announced when queried by Rhodan

Bell stepped up to the netallic figure fashioned in the inage of their Arkonide
masters and with a friendly pat on its cold shoul der he asked: "You nean to say then that
it won't be any special risk for us to enter this transnitter and have oursel ves carried
off to some place?"

"The matter transmitter is in perfect working order, ready at your service," the
robot replied without directly answering Bell's question.

"Since you are coning along with us on this trip we have nothing to worry about,"
grinned Bell. "If you weren't absolutely sure that this thing here is working alright,
you would not be willing to run any risks for your own safety's sake."

The robot gave no answer.

Rhodan hesitated a few nonments before he entered the transmtter. He was the first to
do so. Then his friends foll owed, Khrest, Haggard and the two nutants. Anne Sl oane and
John Marshall. Bell let the robot pass in front of himto enter the cage.

It was a tight squeeze inside the narrow confines of the wire cage. An indescribabl e,
eerie feeling cane over them They were all aware that this venture represented a
chal | enge to the past.

Rhodan's hand gripped the lever. It was the sanme type they knew fromthe other
transmtters they had operated so many tines. Their destination had been predeternined
for them This transmtter was the sender and sonmewhere the receiver that belonged to it
must await them
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"Qur feelings of apprehension are easy to understand but they are not justified,"
Rhodan said to his friends. "The positronic brain's deliberations, which as you know are
based on infallible logic, state that we are not threatened by any direct danger. W are
sinply pursuing a trail which was |laid nany thousand years ago. W don't know how | ong
this trail will be and where it will lead us. W don't know either how many way stations
there are along this road. A superior intellect has puzzled out these problens which W
nust solve in order to neet their originators. The |ight they are speaking of is the

conservation of cells, which equals eternal life."
"Al though | have decided to acconpany you on this mssion," Khrest remarked in an
uncertain voice, "I did it nerely out of a sense of duty. | owe this nmuch to nmy own race.

But | nust admit that | do not share your optimsm"

"You m strust your own creation, the positronic brain, Khrest? It was not | who
wor ked out the procedures we are to follow, it was the brain that recomended it as the
end result of its, logical deliberations. And the brain can never be wong."

"Agreed. However it can make relative mstakes in case the data it has been fed are
wong. Then the conclusion it arrives at nust be wong too. Wat information do we have
about the nentality of those beings that posed the big riddle for us?"

"Quite a lot, Khrest. They nust have been endowed with a great sense of hunour,
that's for sure. And they nust have been highly intelligent. And they were, and even
still are, friendly to a certain extent, for otherwi se they would not be inclined to
share their secret with others. The riddle is nothing but sone kind of insurance. | have
poi nted that out to you repeatedly, Khrest, and it is tinme that you finally believe ne.
We can reach our goal only if the conditions are right, nanely, our intelligence nust be
of the same quality and level as theirs. And | amconfident that this is the case."

"Sure, sure," nuttered Bell. "At least | hope it is. | amnot too happy about it,
though, to be frank. Honestly, | have made ny peace with the Lord, as the old saying
goes. "

"That doesn't sound like you, Reg," Rhodan said. Hs hand was still resting

notionl ess on the activating lever. "Did you get cold feet all of a sudden?"

"On the contrary,"” Bell answered with a feeble grin. "The ground is burning under ny
feet."”

Haggard, remained silent and so did Anne and John. They had absol ute confidence in
Rhodan' s judgnment. Whatever he decided was alright with them He would not undertake
anything light-heartedly. H s presence spelled safety for them

The robot was silent too. This was not unusual, however. Bell was of the opinion that
a robot was incapabl e of experiencing any enotions. Yet there were sone nonents when he
began to have doubts.

"Ready?" Rhodan asked.

Al'l nodded a, silent "yes."

Rhodan's jaw line firnmed up, his lips narrowed. Hi s eyes were filled with a |ight of
resol ute expectation. And then, with a firmnotion he depressed the |ever

In contrast to the usual travels with the matter transmtter, they experienced at
once a sensation that was not totally unfaniliar to them Stabbing and gnaw ng pains
coursed through their brains, then passed wth agoni zi ng sl owness down al ong their spina
colums. Everything grew hazy in front of their eyes; their thought processes ceased
entirely.

Inreality, all this lasted only a fraction of a second-or was it an eternity? Then,
suddenly, it was all over. Their thinking ability returned; the pain vanished; they could
see once agai n.

"Ch, blast it all!" Bell was cursing loudly. He was clinging to the robot's solid
form "Sone fun! That's the last time |'mgoing on such a trip!"

"And how do you inmagi ne you will get back again, Reg?" said Rhodan. "Were are we?"

"You are asking nme?" Bell tried to pierce the twilight around themw th his eyes.
They were still standing inside the transnmitter cage but they realized it was not the

same transmitter they had entered a few seconds earlier. It nust be the receiving
station.

They had rematerialized again inside sone building. The air was very stuffy. It mnust
have been ages since the air had been renewed. There was a dimlight conming from sone
conceal ed source.

Rhodan opened the gate of the transmitter cage. The sane instant everything grew
bright around them The hidden |ight sources increased in intensity. The nmen did not
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nove. They waited; they wanted to find their bearings first.

The transmtter was standing in the centre of a gigantic hall. They could not |ocate
any exits. The roomwas cluttered with machi nes and all kinds of strangely forned
obj ects. There was hardly any free space in this huge area. Narrow passages |ed through
the maze of nysterious machi nery whose purpose was beyond their conprehension.

"Let's go!" Rhodan ordered with a strained voice. He was the first to step out of the
cage onto the even floor of the hall. "I wonder where we will find our next task?"

As if in answer to his question an inscription |lit up all of a sudden on the high
ceiling of the room It was the same witing they had all seen before-strange synbol s,
hi er ogl yphi cs. But even before Rhodan was capabl e of | ooking properly at the first
letter, the inscription grew dark and entirely di sappeared. Rhodan was shocked as he
realized he had mi ssed his chance. The inscription had been a clue, a part of the
solution of the riddle. He blanmed hinmself for not having thought of bringing a camera
al ong. Since he could not register lightning fast inpressions, |et alone remenber them
he shoul d have t hought of such an eventuality and have provided for it. But nowit was
too late. It seened sensel ess to proceed any further.

John Marshall, the esper, intercepted Rhodan's thoughts. "Don't despair," Marshal
tried to cheer Rhodan up. "They surely haven't lured us this far only to |l et us turn back
again with nothing achi eved. Even if we should never |earn the neaning of that
i nscription-provided they won't repeat it for us sonmewhere-there will certainly be other
tasks awaiting us."

"The synmbols will be deciphered by the positronic brain," interjected Khrest. "One of
us will have to bring it back and the tel eporter Ras Tschubai can pick up the decoded
nmessage within a few ninutes.

"You seemto forget," Rhodan sounded very bitter, "that the witing has vani shed. How
can we have sonething deci phered that no | onger exists?"

For the first time since they had started out on their venture Khrest smiled. It was
a gentle yet lofty smle. "You have forgotten sonething, too, Perry. Nanmely, ny eidetic
menory. Wuld you like ne to wite down that sentence that was visible for just an
instant on the ceiling of this hall?"

Rhodan took a deep breath. "Sorry, Khrest. | had really forgotten for a nonent.
Pl ease, wite the sentence on this piece of paper here. The robot will return with it to
Thorta. W have no idea how inportant it will be for us to have it deci phered. Maybe we

need it to advance further."

In the neantine all had left the transmitter and stood am dst the gigantic
install ati ons which appeared to have been arranged wi t hout any obvi ous purpose. There was
no sign of any life around the hall. Al were under the inpression that they had been
transported for no good reason to this subterranean energy plant by the unknowns, who now
were waiting for the nmen's reaction to this nove.

They noticed a draught of fresh air suddenly coming froma grille in the ceiling. The
pl ace, was air conditioned, based on the basal netabolism of oxygen breathers.

"Where are we?" Anne Sl oane asked tinmidly. "On Ferrol"

"We might be on Ferrol, or even in Thorta," Rhodan replied with a voice that betrayed
his uncertainty. "But it mght just as well be some planet suspended several thousand
light-years away. Think of the long-lasting pain during the teleportation. This would
i ndicate a vast distance. But wherever we are, the transnmitter station will bring us back
again to our starting point, whenever we want it." Rhodan turned to Khrest. "Yes,

Khr est ?"

"This was the illum nated inscription on the ceiling." Khrest handed Rhodan a piece
of paper. "The only one able to decipher it is the positronic brain. Perhaps it would be
better to wait before we send off the robot, don't you agree?"

Rhodan hesitated. "I doubt we will find our way around here in this labyrinth of
technol ogi cal marvels. The inscription night supply sone hint what we are supposed do
here."

"And what, happens if we should need the robot in the nmeantine?" It was Bells
speaki ng.

"Who el se should go? You perhaps?”

"By nmyself? Alone in this transmtter? No!"

"Well, that settles the question." Rhodan turned to the silently waiting robot. "Take
this piece of paper and hurry to the positronic brain in the Stardust. Have the
i nscription deciphered and return with the decoded text. Do this as quick as possible."
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"Didn't you want to send Ras Tschubai ..?"

"The robot is faster." Rhodan cut short Bell's objections.

Wthout a word the robot wal ked over to the transmitter and went inside. Wth m xed
feelings the nen who remai ned behind saw it di sappear seconds | ater.

"This inscription was not the only clue we were supposed to find here," began Rhodan.
"The purpose of this nmaze of technical installations cannot nmerely be intended to

di stract us. The tests will beconme progressively harder, you can be sure of that. Let's
go. But stay close together at all tinmes, to keep our action potential uninpaired. Khrest
has already had to give proof of his abilities. W don't know who will be next."

He started to nove ahead. Khrest followed with Haggard. Then canme Anne and John,
while Bell brought up the rear. Bell glanced longingly at the transmitter, reflecting
whet her it would not have been wi ser after all if he had left instead of the robot.

From somewhere cane a hunm ng sound.

It was a low, regular humas if a notor had been started. Who had started the notor?
No one was to be seen. The entire installation-in case it really was an install ation-nust
be operated automatically. But where? And by whon?

The hunmm ng canme fromthe right. Rhodan took the next turn in the passage and wal ked
toward the noi se. He knew he had no other choice in order to avoid wasting tine. And
time, he guessed, was the nost inportant factor planted here thousands of years ago.

The shimrering nmetal of the strange machi nes seened to radiate a nessage of taunting
threat. Bell once accidentally brushed agai nst one of the heavy netal bl ocks. He w nced
as if he had touched a snake.

The hum origi nated froma square netal housing at the end of the corridor. Rhodan
stopped in front of the cube and examined it. He felt as if probing fingers were suddenly
exploring his brain sonething alien was trying to tell him sonething. But what?

"Marshal |, do you notice it too?"
The tel epath nodded silently. His eyes were closed and he seened to listen to sone
i nner voice. Sweat beaded his forehead. Khrest al so stood stock still. Bell however, over

to the side, was not affected at all by the strange phenonmenon. He just kept hearing the
hunming and tried to find an explanation for it. Al the netal cube neant to hi mwas
si nply another one of the nunmerous nachi nes or generators.

Suddenly the humm ng sound ceased. Dead silence reigned in the hall.

Rhodan felt the probing fingers in his brain grow faint and vani sh conpletely. John
Marshal | breathed a sigh of relief. He opened his eyes again.

"It was a telepathic nmessage," he said. "This nachine is a probing nechani sm of
nmental structures. It has exami ned our intellectual abilities and our intelligence
guotients. The result was positive-at |east partially."

"What is that supposed to nean?"

The instrument detected in us various reactions, as far as | could make out, The end
result is favourable, however it stated that Bell, Haggard and M ss Sl oane were | acking
telepathic abilities. It discovered in you Rhodan, as well as in Khrest, rudinentary
forms of telepathic capacities. As far as | amconcerned, it regarded nme as being of high
caliber and therefore informed ne of the result of its exam nations."

"That eludes ne," said Bell. "That machi ne had a conversation with you?"

"I'f you want to put it that way, yes. | could understand what it was thinking. In any
case, we have passed the test successfully. W are supposed to continue searching."

"Sear chi ng? Searching for what ?"

"The telepathic automaton did not give any indication what it might be."

Rhodan was about to reply when fornidable bolts of |ightning shot across the room
foll owed shortly by ear-splitting discharges. The lightning cane froma bl uish
glistening sphere which was hovering, wthout any visible support, just belowthe
ceiling. The lightning arced across a di stance of over 10 yards and touched anot her
sphere which was fastened by a small antenna onto a huge netal casing.

Over 10 yards! That nmeant 10 nillion volts!

The gl obe on the receiving end began to gl ow and turned white, radiating waves of
constantly rising tenperatures. A strong odour of ozone filled the air. Then the lighting
bolts ceased. The gl obe, however, continued to glow. The subterranean room heated up
rapidly.

"What was that?" Bell's voice had lost its usual self-assurance.

"A rather drastic denonstration of wireless transfer of energy, if | am not
nm st aken, " suggested Rhodan. "Not nuch practical use for it, though. | don't know what we
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are supposed to do with it. |If that should be sone new task.."

Once nmore he could not finish what he had to say. He was interrupted again.

They heard a comotion sonmewhere within the giant installation. Steps were com ng
closer, firmhefty steps, approaching with an even, nonotonous rhythm

Khrest, who was standi ng next to Rhodan, grew pale. He started trenbling all over.
Bell could not help but noticing this with a touch of gloating satisfaction; but al nost
i medi ately he, too, was overcone by, fear and could hardly hide his consternation

Rhodan's body stiffened. A tense expression cane over his face. He paid no attention
to his conpanions and did not seemto be aware that Marshall's hand flew with a reflex
novenent to his pocket.

Sonmebody-or sonething-canme toward themfromthe vast hall filled with a jungle of
machinery. It still remained invisible. Now the steps seened to approach from behind. The
same firm unswerving steps.

"Don't do anything hasty!" Rhodan whi spered to his conpanions. He | ooked sternly at
Marshal | . "They can't be any real enenmies. Show no signs of fear. The gal actic gane of
riddle-solving is a matter of intelligence and prestige.”

Now t hey sighted a figure coming around a corner of the narrow corridor between the
lines of machines. The figure was still far away. It | ooked al nost human, although taller
and heftier, except for the mssing legs. Instead it had two high wheels. The torso was
oddl y angul ar yet symmretrical. There were strangely shaped antennae and feel ers sprouting
fromit's head. Its eyes were illum nate by a gl ow comi ng from i nside.

"It's a robot," Khrest whispered. "It's not alive the same way we are. Could it have
been that robots..

"Nonsense! " Rhodan spoke sharply. Now they could clearly hear the stonping sound that
they had nistaken for steps. This rhythnical pounding emanated frominside the robot's
body, which towered seven feet tall. Could this noise conme fromsone engine inits
interior? Was it sone diversionary maneuver? It did not seemto nake any sense.

Anot her robot appeared from behi nd and approached rapidly.

Rhodan qui ckly sized up the situation. The massive bl ocks of machi nery surrounded
them fromall sides. They were so close together that it would be inpossible to slip
between themin order to escape. Neither could they clinb up on the high snooth walls of
these nmetal cubes. Unless these robots stopped in tine...

Rhodan decided to make an attenpt at stopping them "You stay here," he ordered his
friends. Then he wal ked toward the first robot. The nonster noved relatively slowy but
steadily. Probably sonme nechani sm had been activated when Rhodan and his group penetrated
this hall. A nechanismthat had been waiting, ready for instant action at the proper
time, for many thousands of years. And now it was their task to i mobilize this mechanism
once nore.

Rhodan stopped five yards in front of the giant. It was not a sight to inspire
confidence. Fromboth eyes radiated a gl ow of sone barely contained energy. Delicate,
silvery feelers played nervously, reaching out to Rhodan as if they expected sonething
fromhim A netal rod on the robot's head began to vibrate. And all the tinme the nighty
wheel s kept turning, advancing the machine at a steady pace. There was no indication that
this forward novenent woul d cease.

Wth an instinctive gesture Rhodan stretched out both hands, as if trying to halt the
nmachi ne. He commanded: "Stop!"

The robot kept on rolling forward.

Wthout any further attenpt Rhodan retreated to his waiting friends.

"Marshal |, issue a telepathic order! Maybe he'll react to that."

The tel epath nodded silently and advanced. Meanwhile the threat fromthe second robot
had becone nore acute as it kept coming closer from behind. The structure nmade of unknown
all oys and activated by sone nysterious electronic forces approached inexorably as if its
counterpart on the other side were exerting sone nmagical attraction. Both giants seened
determ ned to neet regardl ess of whatever lay in their path, nowi ng down without pity any
obstacl es barring their way.

Anne Sl oane felt desperate that she was unable to help her friends despite her
special gifts as a nmutant. Now she found the only possible way out. For why shoul d she
not be able to cone to everyone's rescue? Wiy did this solution not occur to Rhodan right
away ?

Wt hout saying a word, she wal ked toward the robot com ng from behind them She cane
to a halt a few steps before the giant figure. Sunmoning the strength she had trained for
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during many years, she forced her nmind to intense concentration. She knew that her
abilities would be tested in a nanner as never before. And yet, froma technical point of
view all was so sinple. It was only her fear of potential failure that threatened to
paral yze her strength. At the sane tinme, her nortal fright had just the opposite effect.

Anne Sl oane's nental energies concentrated into a beam which she directed agai nst the
robot. They hit it like the rays of a powerful invisible spotlight.

Rhodan was busy observing Marshall's unsuccessful attenpts at stopping the advanci ng
robot via telepathic conmmands. He paid no attention to Anne's endeavours. Only Bel
turned around and wat ched the young girl. He enjoy a truly uni que spectacl e!

The robot appeared to have run into an invisible wall. The wheels began to spin
briefly, then stood still. There was the stench of burned-out insulation in the heavy
air, which kept getting hotter and hotter fromthe constantly gl owi ng gl obe.

The passage was rather narrow. It was totally blocked by the i mobilized robot. There
was no chance for Rhodan's group to squeeze by and escape. Although the obstacle had been
brought to a stand still it had not been renoved. Besides, it was no great help if only
one of the robots had been stopped, as long as the other one was rolling steadily toward
the group. Unfortunately it was inpossible for the young tel ekineticist to arrest the
advance of both nmachi nes sinultaneously.

Anne Sl oane was thinking furiously. Before Bell nmanaged to give any advice she had
al ready found the only possible solution out of the dil emm.

Once nore she increased her endeavours by channelling her streans of thoughts. The
concentrated energi es of her mnd changed into positive kinetic energy-and lifted the
robot off the ground.

Its wheels began to spin anew while the netal nonster drifted slowy upward. Five
i nches, then 10 inches-finally two feet.

Anne Sl oane felt her strength give way. How |l ong could she maintain this effort? But
she sinply had to! Unless she could manage to renpove this obstacle fromtheir path and
render it harm ess, they would all be | ost

Now t he robot was floating two yards, then thee above the floor of the room It had

reached the top rimof the machi ne cubes. But Anne Sloane was still not satisfied. She
kept raising the colossus until it was just below the ceiling, nore than five yards above
the upper surface of the machine structures. Now a little bit to the side, two, three
yards...

And then she | et go.

Wth spinning wheels the robot hung for a fraction of a second above the netal nass
of the machines before it began to fall. And then the clattering noise as netal crashed
hard on netal .

The sudden sound of breaking and splintering startled Rhodan and the others and nmade
themturn around. Even Marshall forgot his senseless efforts to nake the robot obey his
tel epathic conmands. He whirled around just in tine to see the outsize body of the second
attacker snmash to snmithereens on top of the huge cube. The sane nonent, he as well as the
rest of the group noticed Anne Sl oane slunp to the ground before anyone could junp to her
assi stance. The strain had been too great for the slender girl.

Rhodan sized up the situation instantly. "Back to the transnitter!" he yelled, no
| onger paying any attention to the first robot, which kept steadily rolling forward.
"Hurry, before it gets to us!"

Marshal | pulled a raygun out of his pocket. Nobody knew that he had brought al ong

this weapon. "Shall | destroy it?"
"No!" shouted Rhodan. "Qur tasks can never be acconplished by sheer violence. You'd
better help ne carry Anne. Get a nove on, Bell. Gve us a hand!"

They retreated quickly but in an orderly fashion. During these few nonents Rhodan was
busy evaluating their failure in carrying out their mission. They had definitely failed,
he was sure of that. And it could all have been so sinple, if |ooked at properly. Anne
Sl oane's tel ekinetic powers were insufficient to overcone two adversaries sinultaneously.
But they did actually have two telekinetics. After all, there was still Betty Toufry.

The thought of Betty nmade Rhodan's heart beat faster. Wiy hadn't he thought of her
earlier? The little girl who had just turned nine was a parapsychol ogi cal wonder. She had
nmastered the art of telepathy better than any nenber of the nutant corps. Despite her
yout h she had even out paced Anne Sl oane.

"If we can manage to get Betty Toufry here in tine," panted Rhodan, while running
around the last turn, "all nmight not be lost yet. As long as we can stop that robot
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before it reaches the transmtter. I'msure it is scheduled to destroy our transmtter,
to cut us off fromour only neans of escape and prevent us fromreturning. It has not yet
won this battle; there is still hope. for us!"

They had reached the cage. But before Rhodan had time to give any orders, all saw the
Arkoni de robot materialize inside the transnitter-and then another figure, a very snmal
sl ender shape!

Nobody spoke a word as Betty Toufry stepped out of the transmitter cage. She seened
sonewhat enbarrassed. Fear clouded her face as she noticed Anne Sl oane's unconscious form
held in Bell's arns. Marshall stood over to the side, undeci ded whet her he should
concentrate on the unconscious girl or the giant robot that kept unerringly rolling
toward t hem

Rhodan had gotten over his initial surprise. "Betty, you are comng as if you had
heard ne call you," he stated, and glance at Khrest as if to question him But the
Arkoni de apparently was at a |oss for an explanation. "Anne Sloane can't nake it on her
own. W are being attacked by a giant robot. You nmust put it out of action. Anne Sl oane
sinply lifted up the first attacking robot and then let it drop."

"The positronic brain gave ne the advice," said the Arkonide robot with its inaninmate
nmetallic voice, to bring along the nmutant Betty Toufry. Perhaps it concluded this as a
necessary neans upon receiving this nessage. Wth these words the robot handed Rhodan a
slip of paper.

Wth a flash Rhodan renenbered that he had originally sent the robot up-why he was
thinking in terns of "up" and "down" was not clear to Rhodan at this nonent-in order to
have the nysterious synbols of the illuminated inscription decoded by the positronic
br ai n.

And now he could read the decoded nessage: Wl cone to the centre of a thousand
tasks-but only a single one of these will bring you closer to your goa

That was all. The neaning was clear. Rhodan expressed it. "One thousand tasks are
awaiting us. W alnost failed while trying to solve the second or third of those, which
means we will fail for sure unless Betty Toufry can help us here. The positronic brain
nust have realized that we would run into tel ekinetic problens and that Anne Sl oane woul d
be incapabl e of handling them al one. Before we abandon our attenpt, Betty nust try to
stop this robot. Cone along, Betty, |I'lIl go with you. The rest of you stay at the
transmitter. And if | give the order, enter it at once. Is that clear?"

Rhodan's tone was unusually sharp. Bell decided to forego his usual argunent,
preferring to devote hinself to the young patient lying in his arnms. She was j ust
regai ni ng consci ousness and tried to wiggle out of his firmyet tender support as soon as
she becanme aware of this enbarrassing situation.

Marshal | took everything in with a certain satisfaction. Khrest was rooted to the
ground as if in a trance.

Rhodan sei zed Betty's hand and wal ked back with her into the huge hall filled with
nmachi nery, in the direction of the approachi ng robot, whose rhythm cal thunping had
becone | ouder in the neantinme. The nonster rolled toward themw th incredibly even steps.

"You nmust concentrate very hard," whispered Rhodan to the little girl. "It's not
enough to stop the robot. Try to |ift it up and carry it over to the side. You can snash
it if youlet it fall froma height of about five to six yards. And that is probably what
they want us to do, they want us to destroy this robot. Anmobngst other things," he added
softly as if someone might overhear him soneone who had no business listening in to his
words. "Can you do it, Betty?"

The little girl nodded her head. She did not speak. Her eyes were wi de open, for now
they had rounded a corner and saw the netallic colossus just 10 yards in front of them
The robot rolled steadily toward them

"Now, Betty!" whispered Rhodan. He stayed one step behind the child to avoid any
unnecessary distraction.

The girl could hardly suppress the sudden panic that welled up in her. Only once in
her young life had she been put to the test of proving her special abilities in an
energency situation. That tinme several years ago when she had to shoot her father, whose
m nd had been taken over by hostile alien intruders. These m nd snatchers were capabl e of
directing the bodi es of other beings according to their own evil plans. The nonent they
had Betty's father in their power and commanded himto cause trenendous harmto al
manki nd, Betty had been |left no other alternative but to seize her father's gun and kill
himwith it. Thereupon the alien invaders had been successfully repelled. However the
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menory of this tragic deed had caused the child to nature very rapidly.

She was a high quality nmutant. Ever since she had been a small child her abilities
had been fully devel oped. And now, at the age of nine, she surpassed all the adult
nut ants. Rhodan fondly characterized her as the precursor of future nankind.

Hono superi or!

Betty switched of f all other thoughts, concentrating exclusively on one effort to
direct her mind into a beam of tel ekinetic energy. And then she acted with |ightning
speed.

Rhodan had not been able to observe how difficult it had been for Anne Sloane to |ift
the first robot off the ground, he had only heard the resulting crash. Neverthel ess, he
was anmazed to watch how skilfully little Betty was "working" once she had gotten over her
first shock.

The robot, which had to weigh many tons, had stopped abruptly. Its brightly
illum nated eyes seened to shine nore intensely. In vain, the nonster tried to push
against the invisible obstacle of the telekinetic wall of energy. Its wheels spun wildly
and finally stopped noving.

And then, as if it had becone weightless fromone nonent to the next, the col ossus
rose upwards until, its antennae bunped into the ceiling. Betty let it dangle there as if
she enjoyed playing with her unusual forces.

And then she too |l et go suddenly.

The crashing breakup of the huge netallic body was acconpani ed by the terrified
shouts of several people.

Rhodan whirl ed around in confusion. He could distinguish Bell's shrill voice and
Marshal | 's mournful conplaint. Khrest uttered a few unintelligible words.

Rhodan under st ood i nmedi ately that somethi ng extraordi nary nust have happened. He
coul d not see what it had been because the bend in the corridor obliterated his view He
grasped Betty's arm to lead her back to the rest of the party. It took several seconds
until the child' s mind returned to present tinme. Then she followed himw llingly. Her
task had been acconplished for the tine being.

As Rhodan cane around the bend he stopped so suddenly that Betty ran into him Now he
saw what had been the cause of his friends conmotion. The matter transmtter that had
brought themto this place and which represented their only link with the outside world,
had vani shed.

Sgt. Goll stood beside Lossoshér in front of the entrance to the shaft.

Bot h had spent a rather restless night in the narrow cabin of their fighter plane.
The pilot's sleep had been constantly interrupted by the fidgety Ferronian scientist who
was too excited to fall asleep. Lossoshér kept nunbling to hinself, which drove Goll to
di straction. He cursed the hour when Rhodan and Deri nghouse had ordered himto fly the
Ferroni an scientist throughout the Vega system

Finally the far distant sun rose on the horizon and the short day of nmoon 13B began.

They had breakfast, eating very fast and then, heavily arnmed, the two nmen returned to
the plateau, the scene of last night's weird encounter.

They cane upon the pyramid. Goll filned the inscription on the side of the
structure. Then the two wal ked over to the nearby underground tunnel.

Both were gripped by fear as they peeked inside the gently descendi ng passage. There
was no light coming fromwithin. The floor showed no joints and consisted of sone
concrete substance. Undoubtedly the tunnel had been constructed by sone intelligent
creat ures.

"W have found them " whispered Lossoshér jubilantly. "W have found those that |ive
| onger than the sun. W have outwitted themin their gane of hide and-seek. W have
detected this shaft that | eads down to some hiding-place. This nust have been constructed
by sone beings that may have been dead for many years, centuries or even nillennia."

"Well, what are we going to do now?" wondered Groll; "are you going down first?"

The Ferron's hair stood on end. Goll knew that this nmeant both fright and especially
rejection. "You are ny pilot," insisted Lossoshér. "You are supposed to protect ne. | am
not hi ng but a peaceful explorer. | don't know how to handle arns. You go ahead, will

you!"

Sgt. Goll cursed once again that he had been entrusted with this undesirable job,
but then his pride won out. Damm it, if this Ferron was going to claimlater on to have
been responsi ble for having ferreted out the unknowns, hiding-place, he wanted to be able
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to insist that he too had had a part init.

He switched on the searchlight and entered the tunnel first. He had to bend over
slightly. This was the first clue about the unknown builders of this shaft. They nust
have been shorter than Earthmen. About the size of the squat Ferron Lossoshér woul d have
no difficulty wal king down this |owceilinged passage.

Somet hing did not seemright there: the stranger |ast night had definitely been
taller than Goll hinself. However Goll did not waste any tinme pondering about this
evi dent inconsistency. He concentrated on the i medi ate task confronting him As far as
he could make out in the light of his powerful flashlight, the corridor seenmed to stretch
way ahead wi thout any indication where it would end. It descended at an angl e of about 20
degrees and Goll was grateful for his ribbed rubber soles that gave hima firmgrip on
the ground and would not let himslip or stunble. Besides, the tunnel was narrow enough
that he could steady hinmself against the side walls with both arns stretched out.

Lossoshér foll owed cl ose behind, guiding hinself clumsily along the walls. The nen
coul d have advanced al ong the shaft with eyes closed as |long as there were no side
corridors.

Gradually the entrance to the world above shrank to a tiny spot of light. Even if
their flashlight gave out, it would not matter greatly. They could not | ose their way.
Goll felt reassured.

After having advanced for about 50 yards, their searchlight was reflected by a snooth
cross-wall. The material of which this wall consisted absorbed 50% of the |ight. Wat
renmai ned was bright enough to blind them

Goll reduced the intensity of the beam He explored the snooth wall with carefully
groping fingers. The surface felt cool to his touch and sonmehow very nassive. He rejected
a thought that flitted through his mnd of renoving this obstacle with his hand raygun
The ensui ng heat woul d be unbearable in this narrow passage, quite apart fromthe fact
that the energy would nost likely be insufficient to nelt down this massive wall.

Anyhow, this wall proved that the unknown fromthe previous night nust be very
famliar with these surroundi ngs-otherw se they woul d have conme upon hi m by now.

Unl ess-this thought now crossed Goll's nind-the stranger had | eft the tunnel again after
he and Lossoshér had returned to their space fighter for the night.

"Doesn't it continue any nore here?" asked Lossoshér.

"I"'msure it does," replied Goll, "behind this cross-wall."

"I wouldn't count on that with such certainty!"

The pilot did not answer. He realized that he did not possess the extensive know edge
of the Ferronian scientist, who owed this in turn to the Arkoni de hypnotrani ng he had
received. Sgt. Goll had just good commbn sense. And this told himthat this tunnel would
nmake no sense if it ended here. There nust of necessity be a continuation. Furthernore,
this obstacle indicated that val uabl e objects probably |ay hidden behind it.

He arrived therefore at the | ogical conclusion that this obstacle in their path had
to be cleared away. Systematically he set out to acconplish this feat.

It took hardly two minutes until he found the tiny raised bunp on the right hand side
of the wall at a height of approximtely one yard.

He pressed in on the raised bunp.

Not hi ng happened for a while, but then the wall started to nove. It slid upward and
di sappeared in the slightly vaulted ceiling, which nmust be lying, according to his
estimate, about 20 yards bel ow t he rocky surface.

At the sane tinme bright lights flared up in front of them He noticed that the tunnel
grew wi der and higher. It continued for another 10 yards and then opened into a |arge
roomwhich was filled with an array of glittering instrunents, nachines and
instal |l ati ons.

Just before the corridor widened into the large hall and sil houetted agai nst the
strong light coming frombehind, stood a figure. Its scaly arnour shinmered
threat eni ngly

The stranger was waiting for them Goll stared into the black nouth of a weapon that
was pointed directly at him

5/ COUNTDOWN TO ETERNI TY
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For the first time in his |life Perry Rhodan experienced the sensation of utter dejection.
Wthout the matter transnitter, he realized, their way back had been cut off. It was no

| onger possible to escape this labyrinth of nysterious nachinery. Their search for
eternal life would end now in eternal death.

But this attack of despondency |asted but a few seconds. Rhodan's m nd began to work
again. The positronic brain could not have been wong in its advice. And the inmortals
who had puzzled out this riddle woul d never have intended that those who were supposed to
solve the riddle would perish so niserably and wi thout any chance of extricating
thensel ves fromthis precarious situation

But where would they find the next task that was waiting to be sol ved?

There were thousands of tasks, according to the decoded witten nmessage. \Wich task
was the right one, the decisive one?

And as far as the transmtter was concerned...

Wth a sudden flash of insight it becanme clear to Rhodan that its di sappearance did
not really matter. At all costs they nust avoid letting thensel ves be confused. For this
very fact itself constituted one of the tasks confronting them don't becone entrapped in
confusion! And it was probably not even necessary to solve all the thousands of riddles
if they should discover the decisive ones first.

"What next?" asked Khrest with a surprising calmess in his voice. "WII| that nean
the end for us?”

"No, Khrest. This is just the begi nning.
had not told a lie.

"We nmust continue with our search.”

"Now even the repair robot is no good to us," reflected Bell. "After all, how could
it repair a transnitter that is no |onger here?"

"There nmust be hidden somewhere another chance for us that will help us to return,”
suggest ed Rhodan. And this time he was convinced he was right in his assunption

"If only we knew where we are," conplained Bell. "In the interior of the planet
Ferrol? On another planet? Still in the Vega systenf? The transni ssion m ght have hurl ed
us to the end of the universe."

"Agreed," adnitted Rhodan. "W night be any where or anytinme. Whether on Ferrol or

Rhodan hoped deep inside hinself that he

t housands of |ight years away, in the past or in the future-the way back will lead only
via a matter transmtter. Therefore, we nust find one, in case the old one has

di sappeared for good. | amafraid it has teleported itself away from here under its own
power . "

For the first time little Betty Toufry spoke up: "That's right. And exactly at the
very sane instant when the second of the hostile robots was destroyed."

Rhodan gl anced at her in amazenent. Hi s thoughts began to race. Then he snmiled. "O
course, we alnost forgot! The nonent both robots ceased to exist as functioning nmachines,
they rel eased a contact. The di sappearance of the transmitter signifies therefore that we

have cone cl oser to our goal. It sounds paradoxical but it is a |ogical conclusion
Thanks, Betty. You have hel ped us a great deal."
"I wish | could share your optinism" said Bell, who started wal ki ng down the

corridor that | ed between the machi nes. He did not even turn around when Rhodan inquired
where he was goi ng.

"I am searching for the next task, Perry."

"We must not get separated," advised Khrest. "W nust stay together if we want to
find the solution to this problem™

Rhodan, followed by the rest of the group, started to nove in the direction Bell had
t aken.

"How coul d the positronic brain have possibly known that we would need Betty down
here?" wondered Rhodan. Khrest was at a |oss for an expl anation, too.

The passage wi dened. An enpty pedestal with a slanting step leading up to it marked
the spot where the robot had been standing. Directly above it gl owed the sphere that had
served as the receiving termnal for those terrifying bolts of lightning. The el ectrical
di scharges had begun after they had been scrutinized by the tel epathic automaton. One
event had rel eased the next-a kind of controlled chain reaction

Wi ch event woul d now follow the di sappearance of there natter transmitter?

They did not have to wait very long for an answer to their question.

Bel | had been standing at the center of the wi dened passage. The heat was not too
noticeable at this particular spot, although the entire room had becone consi derably
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war mer. There were no nachines nearby. Only a nmassive netal cube of about one cubic yard
was over to the right. It was conpletely snmooth, without any joints, with a strange
| ooki ng instrument resting on top.

There was hardly enough tinme for Rhodan to exam ne this instrument properly. He
mai nly noticed various |evers, sliding scales and buttons. The nysterious apparatus
reminded himrenotely of a novie canera. An oval -shaped lens confirnmed this inpression

A gentle hunmi ng roar cane from sonewhere again.

Suddenly Bell started to shriek in horror wthout any visible cause; he kept
screanming at the top of his voice. He shouted i nconprehensi ble words, an the while
raising his as if he were trying to grasp sonething invisible.

Rhodan, startled, stopped abruptly. "What's the matter?" he called out to his friend.
"Did you get caught inside an energy field? | can't see anything..

But now all could plainly perceive it. A nebul ous veil com ng from nowhere forned
around Bell, whirled aimessly around the hunan shape, gradually condensing to a spiral,
whi ch began systematically to envelop his body. The spiral kept turning, faster and
faster, apparently materializing into a conpact nmass. Bell's figure becane hazy but his
di sconcerted cries passed unhi ndered through the strange barrier.

"Stand still, Reg!" ordered Rhodan. "Is it painful?"

"I don't feel anything at all!" roared Bell in desperation. "That damm thing won't
et go of ne! Get nme out of here! Quick!"

"Don't get hysterical! It doesn't hurt-so it can't be that dangerous."

Rhodan's thoughts were racing. There nust be some reason for this energy spiral. It

meant to draw his attention to sonmething. But there was nothing in the i nmedi ate
vicinity.

Oh, yes, there was sonething indeed!

The "novie canera"!

Rhodan junped over to the nmetal cube. The |l ens of the strange canera-or whatever el se
it might be-stared at himw th an al nost chall engi ng | ook

And then, rising to the surface from sone unfathonabl e depth, an al nost forgotten
nmenory energed. Or was it just his inagination? Sonmewhere, sonetinmes he had encountered
this instrunent before. If not inreality, then at least in the formof a hypotheti cal
pl an.

It must have been during his hypno-training! The special schooling that had
transferred to his mind the entire body of Arkonide know edge. If this nenory shoul d stem
fromthis training, then Khrest ought to know about it too. And nost likely in nore
detail .

Rhodan turned to the Arkonide scientist. "Khrest! Think fast! Wiat is this thing?
renenber it vaguely fromthe scientific theories of the hypno-training. It was called
fictional ...no, fictive...oh, hell, help ne, Khrest! It has sonething to do with
demat eri ali zation. Fifth di nensional. The Arkoni des know of it only in theory. Pl ease,
thi nk hard! Everything depends on it!"

Bef ore Khrest had a chance to reply, Betty interjected: "It's nmuch faster to think
than to speak. Khrest has understood your question, Rhodan. This apparatus is a
fictive-transnmitter, described by the Arkonides as a theoretical possibility but never
practically explored. It functions according to the principle of fifth-dinensiona
geonetry. Mechanical teleportation with ray inpul ses capable of seizing objects. This way
it is possible to teleport things fromany place in the universe to sonewhere el se."

Khrest remmi ned silent. There was nothing he could add after little Betty had
expressed all his thoughts al oud. Rhodan felt relieved. His brain worked at top speed.

Meanwhi | e Bell had stopped scream ng. He stood notionless in the center of the wildly
rotating energy spiral. He was waiting for a mracle that would free himfromthis
i mprisonnent. His feet were hovering about five inches above the floor, Rhodan noted with
scientific detachment. Thus he nmust have been renpbved fromthe fetters of gravitationa
pul I .

Wt hout nuch thought, acting nore on an inpulse, Rhodan's fist slamrmed hard on a
| ever that suddenly glinmered faintly on the side of the so-called canmera. This tinme the
unknowns had given hima definite hint! Perhaps this problemhad seenmed too difficult
even to them

At first, a strange thing happened the canera swung around. The | ens was now pointing
at Bell, who followed the whol e procedure with w de open eyes, although he could probably
not see too nuch of what was going on. The shimrering veils of the energy spiral that
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kept danci ng madly around hi m nmust of necessity partially obscure his view

A button |it up with a red glow At the sane tine the I ens had conpleted its turn
Rhodan did not hesitate and pushed the button in. A hummi ng sound cane fromthe netal
cube. Rhodan could feel the floor vibrate underneath his feet.

Bell cried out. He contorted his body, trying to free hinself fromthe horrible grasp
of these fetters wi thout substance. But in vain. Betty stood stock still, listening for
something frominside. She seenmed to wait for a voice that would not cone.

And then the wild dance of the spiral dimnished, The nebul ous structure grew | ess
dense, becane nore transparent and weaker. |t vani shed conpletely within one second.

Bel | dropped down five inches to the ground. H s knees gave way under him He | ooked
as white as a sheet, his face painfully contorted. His red stubble hair stood on end. It
seened to quiver with excitenent. His pale lips, that had remained nute for the past few
nonents, fornmed one word only. It was not a pleasant word, but it expressed exactly what
he felt. And it was not gratitude he should really have experienced now.

Yet the spooky show was not over.

Hardly had Bell's feet |anded on the floor, and Rhodan breathed a sigh of relief,
then the chain reaction of events continued its course.

Behind Bell was the back wall of the machine hall. This wall was snooth and w t hout
any partitions. Now this wall began to dissolve.

The wal | appeared to be nade of netal. It seened to be quite thick.

The wall lost its colour and began to look mlky. It started to flow, to becone

liquefied, then the originally solid matter began to evaporate. Now it rem nded the
startl ed onl ookers of the gaseous energy spiral. Al of a sudden it disappeared.

The hall had doubled in size. Before the eyes of the perplexed group |ay the
continuation of the secret, nanely that part of the roomthat so far had been hi dden from
t hem

At first glance there did not seem nuch difference between the two halls. But then
Rhodan remarked that it contained far | ess machinery. At the center of the various
pedestal s and netal cubes, the rounded-off housings and spiral-formed pillars, stood a
gi ant sphere. Its small delicate |legs rested on a rectangul ar, nassive platform At first
glance it resenbled a mniaturized Stardust, for its dianmeter was barely 15 feet; but
here, inside this hall, it |looned gigantic.

Actually, it was not a perfect sphere as Rhodan found out on closer inspection. It
had nunerous projections and indentations. Irregularities in the form of antennae which
were sticking out and ot her extensions. And then Rhodan noticed sonething which seened
famliar: at the front end of a sizable nmetal rod he saw a | arge oval -shaped | ens whi ch
pl ayed in a thousand col ours and which apparently | ooked directly at him

"Afictive-transmitter," he murnured slowy. Khrest nodded in silent agreenent. The
others did not speak. No one noved. Bell |ooked quite green around his gills. Anne Sl oane
had recovered her strength neanwhil e and she grasped Betty's hand. John Marshal |l kept
staring at the sphere, his eyes half-way cl osed.

Only the Arkonide robot remained totally uninvolved and st ood behind the group,
waiting for orders that never cane. Haggard was next to it.

Rhodan wal ked ahead. He was the first to cross the place where seconds earlier a
solid nmetal wall had barred their way. The wall's matter had sinply been renoved by the
smal|l transmitter.

Was that another clue?

Rhodan was certain of it. He also realized that they were expected to regard this
di sappearing trick not as a warning but as an invitation.

Not until John Marshall and Betty Toufry stepped across the invisible barrier did the
next link in the chain of events becone automatically evident Both telepathic nutants
st opped suddenly. Anne let go at once of little Betty's hand.

Khrest put his hand on Rhodan's arm Both nen understood i mediately that the two
tel epaths were receiving a new nessage, that neither of the non-tel epaths could hear nor
fat hom

Suddenly the little girl |ooked up at Marshall. "You have got the message, haven't
you? Way don't you tell them"

The Australian wi ped both his eyes with the back of his right hand, as if he were
trying to shoo away sonething. Then he spoke with enphasis:

This is a further conmunication. Listen to this: "You have exactly 15 mi nutes
(according to your nmeasure of tine) in which to | eave this place. However, you will find
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the light only if you will be able to return. That was all. Nothing el se was said. It was
a tel epathic suggestive voice that transmtted this nessage.

"Only if we shall be able to return,"” whispered Rhodan in a halting voice while his
searching gl ance rested on the big sphere. The fictive-transmtter! "And we have only 15
m nut es?"

"Fourteen by now" These were Bell's first words since the incident with the energy
spiral. "This could turn into a nice ness."

It becane even worse than that!

From sonmewhere in the background cane an at first hardly perceptible humm ng noise
that soon changed to rhythnic vibrations which rapidly intensified to an unbearabl e
ringing in their ears. They had to shout to nake thensel ves understood. At the sanme tine
dazzling bolts of lightning flashed across the room filling the air with a strong odour
of ozone and steadily rising heat. The air grew very oppressive.

A gong sounded repeatedly at regular intervals, seem ngly counting the speeding
seconds. "Only 12 nminutes left," said Khrest softly; but nobody could hear his words. The
noi se drowned out his voice.

Haggard had remained in the background all the tine in such an unobtrusive manner
that Rhodan al nost forgot that the physician was part of the expedition. He had hardly
noti ced when he had admi ni stered nmedical aid to Anne Sl oane. But now, as the group fel
victimto an unbearabl e tension that threatened to make them | ose their self-control, he
i ntervened. He was not only a physician but al so an excell ent psychol ogi st.

"No reason to get all excited!" he shouted into Rhodan's ear. And on seei ng Rhodan's
bitter smle be added: "They only want to test us! Qur physical power of resistance. A
war of nerves! The heirs to imuortality nust be both the vessels of superior w sdom and
know edge and al so denonstrate trenendous physical stam na. Nothing but diversionary
tactics on their part.”

"Do you really think so?" yelled Rhodan in reply.

"I am positivel Just concentrate on searching for a chance to be able to return
Don't pay attention to the noise or the lightning flashes. The heat will grow intol erable
only after the 15 m nutes have gone by. And then..

"Ten minutes to go!" yelled Marshall at the top of his voice. He had followed the
conversation by listening to their thoughts, since it was inpossible to hear above the
noi se fromwhere he stood. "W'd better hurry up!"

Rhodan did not answer. He had stepped closer to the sphere, recognizing it as an
approxi mate enl argenent of the apparatus in the other part of the hall where he had used
it to renove the energy spiral and the wall. The first application had been a hint,
not hing el se. He had to nmake use of this clue in order to effect here a sinilar
procedure. But what was supposed, to be teleported fromthis section of the roonf

The answer came with a sudden flash of insight: he and his group!

There was no opening on the giant fictive-transmtter. The sphere appeared to be
solid, or perhaps filled with many instrunents. There was no hol |l ow space they coul d
enter. This fictive-transnitter teleported via the fifth-di nensional ray inpul ses capabl e
of seizing objects.

There was only one button on the instrunent that mght activate it. This |arge button
was located in plain view an the platform It was slightly recessed and gl owed red.

A wave of suspicion flooded Rhodan's mind. The sol ution seemed too obvious, too
sinple. Just wal k over and depress the button. He felt intuitively that this button would
return himand the others-but where to? On the other hand his analytical nmind told him
that this degree of difficulty was not of the sane |evel as those problens of the
Gl actic Riddl e they had encountered before.

Where was the barrier?

"Ei ght nmore minutes!" warned Marshall

It had grown nuch hotter in the neantine. The lightning kept flashing across the hal
just above their heads, emtting explosions. The ringing of the gong swelled to a mghty
roar, recurring at increasingly shorter intervals. Sonewhere in the distance they began
to hear once again the by now fam liar thunping of an approaching robot.

Seven ninutes to go!

Rhodan came to a decision. He had nothing to | ose; he could only win.

"Stay here!" he shouted, trying to overcome the noise. "The ray inpul ses m ght grasp
everything inside this hall-or naybe only all organic matter. | don't know. This button
here..!
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Al'l of a sudden he becanme aware of something he had not noticed until now. Perhaps it
had nade its appearance just this very nonent.

The red button was still glow ng. But Rhodan thought it had begun to flicker. Just as
if an invisible glass bell had formed around it.
"Dam it!" It was Bell. "Exactly five nore mnutes. If we don't get a nove on..

Rhodan coul d guess Bell's feelings about their desperate situation by reading his
lips. He dared not waste another second. He stepped over to the sphere. The platform
reached up to his chest. The recessed red button lay directly bel ow Rhodan's expl oring
gl ance. His body was hiding the |ight sources and the bright |ightning bolts. The gl ass
bel | had di sappear ed.

He jerked into action. His hand reached for the button while his forehead beaded with
perspiration. The next second would decide the fate of his entire group. Either they
woul d return to Thorta or they would be condemmed to perish in this hell the unl eashed
power of robots gone berserk

Rhodan's hand was barely two inches away fromthe button when he encountered a
snooth, cool, invisible barrier. It felt |ike glass but Rhodan knew that this was no
ordinary glass. This strange substance was vibrating and seened alive. It sent out, a
weak current which passed through Rhodan's entire body.

He could not get to the button

"Three nmore m nutes!”

Bel | was screaming so loud that his voice drowned out the roaring gong. For the first
ti me, Rhodan thought, Bell's words contained a genui ne note of desperation and
hel pl essness. They had squandered their |ast chance.

Just two inches separated them fromthe button that night save thembut it was out of
reach. An inpenetrable wall of pure yet neutralized energy fornmed an i npenetrabl e
barrier. No hand coul d pass through this obstacle.

The heat had becone extrenely oppressive. The air was suffocating; it was hard to
breathe. Little Betty was panting, gasping for oxygen. The clatter of the approaching
deat h-deal i ng robot sounded | ouder and nore forebodi ng. Doom cane nearer in nany forns.

"Ch damm it" Bell screaned again. "N nety seconds to go!"

Ni nety seconds to eternity. And they had set out searching for eternal life. Now
there was only sudden death awaiting them Had they reached their goal ?
Al'l of sudden the lightning ceased. They could still hear the sound of the gong but

quite soft and nmuffled. The vibrations of the approaching robot grew still.

And then all could hear an inaudible voice, which spoke to them This voice cane from
the void and formed thought concepts inside their brains. Was this the way tel epaths
received their nessages? But this tine not only the two tel epaths but all of themcould
under st and:

"You have just a few nore nonents left! Apply the ultimte w sdom and

know edge- ot herwi se you will be | ost forever..
Hardly had the entire nessage cone through than Rhodan called out with extrene
agi tation:

"Betty! The red button! Push it down, quick!"

The little girl understood at once. No human hand was capabl e of reaching the button.
But if light rays could penetrate the energy barrier then tel epathic thought currents of
the "upper order" could do likew se.

And as Bell was calling out with dwi ndling hope "only 30 nore seconds left!" Betty
bore down on the red button with all the concentration and strength she could nuster.

Rhodan saw it quite clearly. The button sank in its frane as if noved by a ghostly
hand. And sinultaneously, contacts were nade in the interior of the gigantic sphere,
currents of energy began to flow, passing through transformers, then the currents were
conducted into the fourth and then fifth dinmension; the mechanismstarted turning the
crystal lens around until it pointed directly at the assenbl ed group of desperate peopl e.
The entire conplicated and so far inconprehensible procedure had been set in notion and
could no | onger be stopped.

And then, as the last few renaining seconds fled by, the bolts of |ightning resuned.
The gong resuned its roar. The thundering, rhythm cal robot began to nove ahead, thunping
threateningly. The tenperature rose rapidly and becane insupportable during the fina
nonment s.

The last traces of remmining oxygen in the air were entirely used up.

But now and everyone felt it-the characteristic gnawi ng pain coursed through their
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i nbs. Everything began to grow hazy in front of their eyes; the sphere changed to a
pl easant N rvana.

They denmaterialized and were hurtled through the fifth dinmension. They were unaware
that the giant nmachine hall with the fictive-transmtter inside becane vaporized in the
sudden hell of an atom c chain reaction

6/ MYSTERY OF THE GLOW NG SPHERE

While Sgt. Groll stared into the nuzzle of a strange weapon, the seconds seened to
stretch into an eternity.

He no | onger paid heed to Lossoshér who was standi ng behind him He saw only the
figure that had now becone a threatening shadowthe unknown eneny and guardi an of the
| abyri nth.

The foe hesitated. And this was his downfall.

The Ferron's eyes had adjusted faster to the sudden brightness than was possible for
the Earthnman. Wiile Goll's eyes could take in nerely the weapon, Lossoshér already
perceived a great deal nore.

"I't's a Topide!" he hissed excitedly. "Shoot him Quick!"

Wth these words he dropped to the ground.

Later on, Goll would never have been able to tell how rapidly the raygun-which he
had stashed away in his belt again-had snapped back into his hand once nore, ready to
bl ast away. The nmere nention of the word "Topi de" had sufficed to nake himreact
instinctively and lightning fast. Thus the creature which had been an unknown quantity so
far had instantly changed a deadly foe.

The Topi des! They were the lizard-like intelligent race that had come here froma
sol ar system over 800 |ight-years distant because they had intercepted the distress
sighals emtted years ago by an Arkonide research space crui ser which had crash-1anded on
Earth's celestial satellite. The Topi des, however, had niscal cul ated the space
coordi nates and arrived instead the Vega system where they encountered bitter resistance
fromthe native Ferrons. Not until Perry Rhodan intervened in the fight had the alien
i nvaders been driven out.

What a surprise to neet up with a hostile reptilian Topide here on the outernost noon
of the 13th pl anet!

These thoughts raced through Goll's mind as he threw hinself to the ground. Just
before he hit the floor he nmanaged to push down the firing button. He saw the fiery
energy beamrush toward the shadowy figure of the enenmy at the sane nonment Goll's
bl i nded eyes closed in a reflex action.

But the Topi de had al so recogni zed the dangerous situation. For sonme inexplicable
reason he had hesitated-far too long. This was fortunate for Goll and Lossoshér they
owed their lives to this tiny delay.

The Topi de had opened fire at the sane tine as Goll. But the lizard creature had
been too slowin his reactions. Wile the Terran ained at a relatively inmobile figure,
the Topide, on the other hand, shot at an opponent who was no | onger there. The energy
rays of his weapon raced just above the two nen, now pressed to the ground, safe fromthe
searing ray of destruction

Meanwhi l e the deadly beamfrom Goll's gun executed a mad, fiery dance macabre. Then
all went dark.

Groll opened his eyes. The big shadow had vani shed but on the spot where it had stood
there now gl owed a dustlike substance giving off billow ng clouds of snoke. The lights of
the room beyond gli mrered weakly but due to the aftereffect this was just an opti cal
illusion of the dazzling energy flashes. It would take a little while before their eyes
woul d get used again to normal conditions.

Lossoshér stirred and then sat up. "A Topide! What's a Topi de doi ng here?"

Goll was the | ast person who could enlighten himon this subject. As far as he knew
the alien invaders had been driven out of the Vega system

"Maybe a survivor of the space battles who managed to flee here. In that case we
should find his |ifeboat somewhere around. Perhaps that's why he hesitated. Wio knows, he
nm ght have hoped we had cone to his rescue.”

The Ferron stood up, then helped Goll to his feet.
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"I wonder if he was the only one here?"

Goll knew no answer to that question either. In any case, he nade sure to keep the
raygun in his hand while they proceeded toward the end of the corridor. They advanced
anot her 10 yards. Then both nmen stood before a technol ogical niracle beyond their
under st andi ng.

One of the walls of the long, |owceilinged roomwas covered by a row of opal escent
pi cture-screens. Six feet-tall transistors alternated with weighty blocks of a
copper-col oured netal, all conjoined by silvery shimering connecting rods. |In between
were bl ack spheres with pointed antennae. The wall at the opposite end consisted of a
gigantic switchboard. The maze of |evers, buttons and control |anps hei ghtened the
conf usi on.

"What is that?" Goll was dunbfounded. He had expected sonething quite different,
al t hough he could not tell exactly what. Lossoshér was none too sure hinself,
nevert hel ess he said: "A technical installation of the imortals, what elsel"

Goll kept staring a few nore nonents at the collection of all these nystifying
instrunents and installations. Then he made up his mnd. "W nust return to Ferro
i medi ately and i nform Rhodan about what happened here and what we have found. Only he
and the Arkoni des are capabl e of conprehending the purpose of this room "Lets |eave,
Lossoshér; every second counts now. "

The Ferroni an scientist had gone ahead neanwhile. He stopped in front of the first
pi cture-screen. He searched in vain for the control buttons.

"Leave everything alone!" Goll's voice sounded harsh and comandi ng. "Don't tanper
with things you don't understand! You m ght cause untold trouble if you start nessing
around with instrunents of an unknown super technol ogy. Cone along! W have no tine to
wast el "

The Ferronian scientist could tear hinself away only very reluctantly fromthe
marvel s of an inconprehensible past. For there was no doubt in his mind that this
installation was far older than his own nations first attenpts at space travel

"I"'mcertain this is what Rhodan has been | ooking for." Then he turned around. "You
are right, Sergeant Let's go!"

As soon as they again reached the cross-wall, now only recogni zable by a very | ow
threshold, the lights behind themwent out. Once nore the entire hall lay in darkness.
Grol |l whipped out his flashlight and switched it on. The sudden darkness seened
oppr essi ve.

Barely 10 seconds after the Iights had gone out, the wall that had separated the two
sections of the huge room descended once nore fromthe ceiling to the floor. It was
slowy gliding down, shutting off the installation fromthe outside world.

Wthout a word, the two nen wal ked back the sane way they had entered a while
earlier. Far ahead they opening could see daylight in the formof a tiny oval opening.
Soon they cane out into the bright light of the Vega sun

Groll suddenly began to shiver. H's warmoveralls could not keep out the cold. He
realized that this icy feeling which gripped his body was not due to any col d outside
tenperature. It seened to himthat he had killed a living being barely a few seconds ago,
al t hough the incident with the Topi de nmust have happened nore than half an hour earlier
Suddenly he was filled with doubt. Had he done the right thing? Wiat if the Topi de had
been shi pwecked on this strange noon? He shoul d have been entitled to any assi stance
they could have of fered himaccording to the interstellar code.

He quickly rejected these thoughts. After all, the Topide had died with a drawn
weapon in his hand.

Lossoshér had wal ked a few steps over to the side and stopped in front of the
pyranmid. Wth hal f-closed eyes, straining to see, he stared at the inscription. The
resenbl ance to the synbols that Rhodan had deci phered with the help of the positronic
bran was quite obvious.

"Here is your proof, Sergeant, that we are on the right track. W have discovered
what we cone to find. It's alright with me if we start at once and fly back to Ferrol."

Goll did not reply. He could very well understand Lossoshér's enthusiastic feelings.
But why, he wondered, didn't he share his joy? He ought to have been so happy to have
done sonmething to pl ease Rhodan

Let's wait and see, he thought to hinself, what this inscriptionis all about. They
had nade snapshots and the instantly devel oped pictures were safely stashed inside
Lossoshér's pocket.
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Silently, the two returned to the waiting space fighter. The |ock was exactly the way
they left it. They clinbed into the narrow cockpit. Ten seconds |ater the rocky |andscape
of the plateau fell away bel ow t hem

"Look! Down there!" Lossoshér suddenly called out in amazenent. "Over there, near
that rocky sonething glittering in the sun.” Now they were directly above it. They
recogni zed the bent and twi sted remmants of a tiny space vessel, a kind of |ifeboat used
to find a haven within this system by those unfortunate space travell ers whose ship had
been w ecked.

"That means there was only one of themhere on this nmoon," Goll said quietly. He
continued thinking to hinmself: He was the last Topide in this system And | have killed
hi m

He pushed the joystick forward. The racy fighter plane shot up into the suddenly
dar keni ng sky.

Dar kness!

Cccasional whirl pools of glittering colours, flashing lights. Grawi ng pains in al
linbs. Endless falling into infinite space. Ghastly loneliness in eternity. Neither cold
nor heat-total nothingness.

Only one thing-consci ousness, awareness!

Time? It had lost any significance, had turned into absol ute abstractness. Seconds...
years...m | lions of years-

Di stance? It no longer existed. Mles...light-years...billions of |ight-years-

And suddenly the present returned!

Rhodan felt the growing pain | eave him The wi de open eyes could see again. H s feet
felt firmground underneath. He had a body once nore.

And he could hear again. Nanely Bell's hoarse voice. "W made it! The vault! Perry,
we are back in the crypt!”

Now Rhodan could see it too

Through the wire fence of the well-known transmtter he recogni zed t he underground
hall on Thorta. Three of his four nutants were standing close to the entrance. Their
faces showed an unni stakabl e expression of utter consternation

Unconsci ousl y, Rhodan | ooked at his watch.

They had spent four hours altogether in that nysterious nachine hall.

It had seened like an eternity to him

"He pushed-and the door of the transmitter sprang open.

The African Ras Tschubai wal ked toward Perry Rhodan, who was the first to | eave the
Wi re cage.

"Back so soon, sir?"

Rhodan felt perplexed. "Soon? What is that supposed to nean, Ras?"

"You were hardly gone, just five mnutes, sir."

Rhodan peered into the Africans eyes. He tried to hide his surprise. He said calmy:
"Let's conpare our watches, Ras."

The teleporter glanced at his wistwatch. "Exactly 10:30 Terran standard tine, sir."

Rhodan slowy lifted his arm He |ooked at his chrononeter. Just what he had thought.
The hands pointed to 14:25 o' cl ock.

"You had hardly | eft when the robot reappeared. He tel eported hinself back to the
base via matter transnmitter and returned within three or four mnutes with little Betty.
He has hardly conme back to the crypt again. Less than a minute."

Meanwhi | e the others had stepped out of the matter transmitter. Only Khrest
under st ood what Ras was tal ki ng about. Wat was w ong? Wat had happened to the tine?
They had |ived physically through four hours-within | ess than five ninutes.

A whiff, a presentinent of eternity?

Anne Sl oane's screamrent the air. She had been the | ast person to | eave the
transnmtter cage, just behind Marshall. Quite by accident she had | ooked up at the
ceiling. And now she saw it.

Whoever did not see it, could hear it.

Up above, close to the ceiling, floated a small gl owi ng sphere. Its diameter could
not be nore than four inches. It pulsated slowy and rhythmically. The regul ar
contractions were acconpani ed by nuffled hol | ow soundi ng gong beats, identical to those
heard in the machine hall they had just |eft.

Rhodan whirl ed around when Anne's voice rang out. He saw t he sphere and his body
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stiffened.

The light?

The nmessage had spoken of a light they could not find until they returned. Al right,
they had returned now. This gl ow ng sphere nust be the light! But what was it al
supposed to nmean?

"The sphere radiated as intensely as if it were a glowing ball of fire. Then, with
infinite slowness, it began to sink |ower. Rhodan knew instinctively that there nust be
sonme tine limt to this phenonmenon. The unknowns had so far adhered to the principle that
the solution of a task nmust always be acconplished within a certain limted tine.

Bell's hair |ooked all dishevelled. The gl ow of the radi ant sphere was reflected from
his red, bristling crewmcut. For a nonent his head seened to be on fire. Rhodan gl anced in
fascination for an instant at this strange spectacle. Then he turned to Betty. "Can you

hear any tel epat hic nessage? Marshall, how about you?"
The two nmutants shook their heads. The sphere renai ned nute.
Khrest stared at the glow ng sphere. "It consists of pure energy, no doubt. But |

don't believe that it is existing in the here and now. It is glowing but it does not
radi ate any heat. Cold light."

Bell was forced to step to the side. The sphere had continued to descend and had
al rost | anded on his head. Still those nmuffled, nysterious gong beats! Every one wi thout
exception had their eyes glued to the strange ball of light. A new task to solve!l It
seened to have brought along with it the horrors of the nmachine hall they had barely
escaped.

Rhodan addressed hinself to Anne Sl oane. "Can you stop the sphere or direct its
course, Anne?"

The young girl tried but her telekinetic powers deserted her. The sphere sinply
continued on its downward course, pulsating nysteriously, constantly issuing the soft,
nonot onous gong beats. They sounded |i ke precious seconds falling into the ocean of
eternity

Now t he sphere was floating close to Bell's face. He no longer attenpted to avoid it.
His eyes were alnost closed in order to be able to bear the mld glow Now the glow ng
ball was barely eight inches away fromhis face. He felt no warmh.

I nstead he coul d see sonething.

Perhaps it was the sphere's proximty that permitted himto see the dark, el ongated
obj ect inside the ball. The object resenbled a single cell as seen under an el ectron
nm croscope-a transparent round mass with a dark spot at its center, no |longer than two
i nches.

Bef ore Rhodan or anyone el se could judge what Bell was about to do, the stocky
redhead had already started to act. Throwing all caution aside, Bell resolutely stuck his
hand i nside the sphere, trying to grasp the dark object. He was convinced he had found
the long awai ted nessage.

Hi s thought processes were not devoid of |ogic. They had been prom sed the |ight.
Thi s sphere was condensed, cold light. At its center was a dark object which could only
be a capsul e. Containing the nessage. The next task

Hi s deliberations were rudely interrupted.

Hardly had his fingertips touched the periphery of the |ight ball when it gave off
short, colourful flashes of |ighting which disappeared in Bell's hand.

Si mul t aneousl! y- Rhodan noticed this with consternation and anazenent-Bell's hair began to
shine brightly. His stiff bristles stood on edge, changing into a polar |ight display.

Bell's horrified screans |ed the others to believe that he did not particularly
appreci ate such use of his head of hair. Wth a sharp jerky novenent he withdrew his hand
fromthe fiery ball then started to dance around the vault like a wild Indian, all the
whil e shaking his arns, trying to get rid of all electrical currents coursing through his
body.

In the neantine the sphere continually sank | ower and | ower. Now it hovered barely
five feet above the ground. What a catastrophe, thought Rhodan, if it reaches the floor
Who knows what calamity night befall us! At best, the sphere will sinply vanish into the
ground and be lost forever. And with it, the dark capsul e, which he had al so seen
meanwhi | e, and which Reg had tried to retrieve in vain.

Now Betty Toufry took over from Anne Sl oane who had endeavoured to stop the sphere's
st eady descent by neans of telekinesis. Little Betty concentrated her efforts on the
capsul e. She assuned that it was staying in present tinme and in three-di nensional space.
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Unfortunately, it soon becane evident that little Betty's efforts al so were unsuccessf ul
Not hi ng seenmed capabl e of stemming the ball's unflaggi ng downward progress.

Bel | had cal ned down sonewhat. Now he regarded the light-ball |ike a personal eneny.

"It scared the hell out of ne," he confided. "At first it had seened rather friendly
and peaceful ."

Rhodan | ooked at himw th growi ng interest "Wat do you nean by that? Peaceful ?"

"Yes, Perry. Peaceful. The electrical jolts did not cone until later. In the
begi nning a very gentle current flowed fromthe sphere into nmy fingers, coursed through
ny body and then, returned to the sphere. That's when the fireworks started! It did not
hurt too much. | could have gotten used to it in tinme."

Rhodan's eyes foll owed pensively the descending ball that was now barely three feet
above the floor. "Sounds alnost as if the ball was exam ning you. Maybe it did not like
what it found!"

"Maybe you will pass this inspection Perry. It might grow fond of you." Bell sounded
annoyed but soon his sarcasmgave way to a nore rational approach. He glanced at his
friend, then to the sphere, finally fixed his eyes on Rhodan. "If we both think the sane,

then it's high tinme you started to act.."

Rhodan briefly nodded his assent.

The risk could not be too great, for Reg had survived the contact with the fiery
sphere. The unknowns who had sent themthis ball of cold |ight were not nalicious after
all. They just had a strange sense of hunour. Though they played dangerous games with the
lives of their potential successors, they never presented a direct and i nescapabl e threat
to their survival

If Bell had conme through this ordeal unscathed, w thout any harnful aftereffects,
then he hinmself should not fare any worse. Particularly since he had been forewarned. On
the other hand, there was Bell's description of the probing electrical fingers. That was
a definite clue he ought not overlook. Who knew, Reg mi ght have been right in guessing
that he |l acked the proper thought structure.

The sphere hovered one foot above the floor. Rhodan bent over and resolutely reached
into the light-ball.

At once he felt the gentle rippling of the weak currents of energy that fl ooded
through his body. But were no flashes of lightning. Bell noticed this with a nmixture of
annoyance and gratification.

The 1ight was indeed cold, stated Rhodan. The initial ripples soon ceased; no
feeling, no sensation of any electrical currents renmained.

But his fingertips encountered sonmething hard and substantial. The capsul e was
undoubt edly of a three-di nensional nature.

Rhodan grasped it easily between his thunb and index finger. It felt cold to the
touch, but not too cold. Gently he pulled it out frominside the sphere.

It was a netal capsule, two inches long and half an inch thick. One side was covered
by a lid. Inside this capsule, however, Rhodan felt positive he would find the nessage of
the light.

He breathed deeply and stepped aside. Now that he held the capsule in his hands, his
cal mess and poise returned. And his analytical nind as well.

"We'd better leave the vault now," he said to his group. "Let's watch fromthe
entrance what will happen to the sphere once it reaches the floor."

The gong beats had ceased. This was the only noticeable change. The sphere was still
glowi ng brightly, sinking steadily, finally touching the snooth rocky ground of the
vaul t. Meanwhil e, Rhodan and his friends had retreated to the entrance of the huge
subt erranean hall. They were watching, observing, full of suspense, anxiously awaiting
t he next events.

The sphere touched the ground-and sank down into it.

As if there were nothing obstructing its path, it kept steadily penetrating the solid
rock. Now it could be seen, a glow ng heni sphere resting on the stone, growi ng snall er
and smaller. just like the setting sun dipping and di sappearing into the ocean

Finally the last gl ow vani shed. The sphere was gone.

"Fantastic!" Khrest exclainmed; he was obviously nost inpressed by the spectacle he
had just witnessed. "It has returned into its own dinension. If you had not pulled out
this capsule, it would have di sappeared now together with the light-ball."

"Yes, Khrest. And with it the solution of the Galactic Riddle-or at |east, a part of
the puzzle that we are supposed to figure out."
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"You nmean there is nore to cone? Mre problens?" Rhodan shrugged his shoul ders.
"Perhaps we will get an answer to that fromthe positronic brain. Let's go!"

As the group was | eaving the vault, Rhodan switched off the generator that had
nmai ntai ned the vault within present tine. The machine's soft humdi ed down. The matter
transmtter and nmetal boxes vanished as if they had never existed.

Not hi ng remai ned but the enpty, deserted underground crypt.

7/ NMENTAL G ANTS

The gigantic spacesphere Stardust |ooked alnpst tiny as it rested below the iridescent
dome of energy. The Arkonide battleship had a diameter of over 800 yards. Inside its

gi ant hangars it harboured anong nany other things two entire squadrons of the
faster-than-1ight space fighters. A crew of 300 manned the nonstrous structure whose
control center represented a nmiracle of nonhuman technol ogy. Perry Rhodan and Regi nald
Bel | understood this technology only thanks to the Arkonide hypno-training. Wthin a few
days they had been schooled in the age-old wi sdom and know edge that was the excl usive
heritage of the ruling race of the universe.

Rhodan still marvelled at the ship's propulsion drive that permtted the Stardust to
junp across distances of nmany |light-years during the course of a few nmonents. Yet he was
even nore inpressed by the nmighty positronic brain. In it he saw the crowni ng achi evenent
of the Arkonides' inventive genius. The nenory banks of the positronic brain held the
entire body of know edge that the superior Arkonide intellect had accunul ated. But
whereas the Arkoni de race underwent a process of degeneration, the brain could never fal
victimto this gradual decay. On the contrary, the creation had already far surpassed its
creators.

This fact was the only potential danger it mght represent.

Perry Rhodan knew that the, positronic brain's intricate installations were hidden
behi nd the heavy walls of Arkonite, a netal alloy capable of lasting for mllions of
years. Rhodan had never seen the interior of the brain. He was famliar only with the
exterior mechani snms of switches and keyboards. The face of the highest intellect of the
uni verse consisted of an array of levers, buttons, switches, dials and | oudspeakers.

It had been easy for Rhodan to open the capsul e he had taken fromthe gl owi ng sphere.
Inside he found a rolled-up sheaf nade of some unknown material. It was covered with
synbols that were illum nated fromw thin. Sone of these synbols | ooked familiar but nost
were strange and nysterious.

The positronic brain had been working for over five hours already trying to decipher
the cryptic inscription. Hours full of waiting, hope and nerve-racking despair.

Finally the answer cane. It was nost disappointing.

"The nmessage is encoded. It is being passed on to a special section. It will take an
i ndefinite nunber of days before any result can be expected."

Khrest, Thora and Bell had just entered the center and heard the nechanical voice of
the brain as it communicated its provisional findings.

"Dam it!" Bell grow ed. "No solution just another nystery."

Thora's reaction to the answer was a furious outbreak. "Perry, as far as | am
concerned, the planet of eternal |ife does not exist at all! W are chasing a trail that
was a reality thousands of years ago. Today it |eads us nerely a nerry chase that
endangers our lives. And if indeed an imortal race does exist, we could find it much
easier with nore conventional neans."

Rhodan turned around slowy. "And what mnight these nore conventional neans be,

Thor a?"

"Spacefights! This is what this fabul ous ship has been intended for originally. On
our way back to Arkon we will approach each of the systens and exanine them for inhabited
pl anets."

"You are forgetting two things, Thora," Rhodan interrupted. "First of all, between
here and the planet Arkon lies a distance of sonme 34,000 |light-years, filled with nore
sol ar systens than you could ever explore. Secondly, the planet of eternal life-if it
ever did exist-is supposed to have been | ocated here in the Vega system This planet has
nmgrated to some unknown place. It could be anywhere in the universe. Wat guarantee do
you have that it took off in the direction of your honme planet Arkon? It could just as
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wel | have taken the opposite direction. W don't even know its speed. Perhaps it still
continues to wander, a planet w thout a sun, rushing through the universe. A restless,
i Mmortal wanderer. No, Thora, your proposition is unacceptable."

"Way don't you suggest a better one!" Thora challenged himfuriously. "But nmake it a
good one, please. Otherwise we will have to wait a very long tine before you bring us
back to Arkon."

"I understand, Thora." Rhodan's voice sounded suddenly very weary. "That is your main
concern: Arkon! | prom se you will see your hone planet again as soon as we have sol ved
the Galactic Riddl e and have found the planet of eternal life."

Thora turned away abruptly. Her beautiful face becane a rigid, hostile nask. Khrest
noticed this change with dismay. He tried to reconcile the two opposing views. "You nust
show sone understanding for Thora, Perry. Qur scientific council ordered her to explore
this sector of the galaxy. Only because of our unforeseen crash-landing on Terra's noon
have you had the opportunity to take possession of our technology and our know edge. It
is true, we permtted it, and even helped you with this, as we hoped this would enabl e us
to return to our hone sone day. But now, our goal is being pushed farther and farther
ahead into the future."

"Didn't your expedition set out on a search for the planet of eternal |ife?"

"Yes, but.."

"But that is exactly what | amtrying to acconplish! W are both working toward one
common goal. | can't understand Thora's attitude."

"Just consider, Perry." Khrest began anew but was abruptly interrupted. A red |ight
bulb lit up in front of Rhodan, who autonmatically flipped the switch of the intercom
Maj . Deringhouse's face appeared on the visiscreen

"Yes, Deringhouse, what is it?"

"My pilot Sgt. Groll has just reported back fromhis mssion with Lossoshér, the
Ferroni an scientist Lossoshér urgently wants to talk to you. He clains to have found the
pl anet of eternal life"

Uter silence reigned for a few nonents in the control room The news cane |like a
shock for everyone. Thora breathed hard, while Khrest nanaged to hide his feelings behind
an exterior nmask of indifference. Bell's nmouth was wi de open; he was overwhel med by the
announcenent Rhodan commanded: "Have Groll and Lossoshér report here immediately."

The Ferron soon arrived and with a triunphant gesture he handed Rhodan t he photos he
had taken of the pyranid. Goll stood next to him It was obvious that he felt ill at
ease.

"We found the pyramid on the second noon of the 13th planet," Lossoshér said, "close
to a shaft that |ed deep inside a rocky plateau. W entered this underground tunnel and
penetrated deep bel ow the surface where we di scovered highly conpl ex techni cal
installations. It was the general belief of our scientists that this noon was uni nhabited
and had al ways been so. It still appears this way. These installations seemto be the
remmants of a dead civilization. On the other hand it could just as well be that energy
center which tore the forner 10th planet of our solar systemout of its established orbit
around the Vega sun and changed the planet to one of the noons of the 13th planet. if
this theory should prove to be true then 13B woul d be none other than the planet of
eternal life."

Rhodan had listened intently to Lossoshér's report. He held the photo in his hand,
glancing at it, repeatedly as if he could not decide what to do with it. Finally he
inserted it quickly into the proper slot of the positronic brain. He pushed a button and
set an externally involved procedure in notion. Optical |enses focused on the
i nscription, reproduced the synbols in electronic inpulses which were sped on their way
i nstant aneously. Thus the process of decoding was set in notion.

Rhodan gl anced at Lossoshér. "Did you find any trace of life on this nmoon?"

"Yes, just a Topidian lizard. Sgt. Goll shot him"

"A Topi de? How i s that possible?"

Groll spoke up. "Probably a survivor of the recent invading forces. He nust have
escaped fromthe hol ocaust of our space battles. H s |ifeboat was severely damaged when
he crash-landed on the 13th noon. He nust al so have di scovered the underground tunnel. In
any case he awaited us there when we descended into the shaft."

"And you killed a defencel ess person in distress?" Rhodan bl aned the sergeant. "You
know very well that such an action is punishable according to the laws of the Third
Power -according to all interstellar conventions."
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"I acted in self-defence. The Topide pointed his gun at ne. My ai mwas better and
faster. So he was killed instead of ne."

Lossoshér cane to his rescue. "It happened exactly the way Sgt. Goll has told you.
He was only doing his duty. He defended our |ives when we were both attacked and in
danger of being destroyed."

Crackling, sounds cane fromthe | oudspeaker near the ceiling. The acoustics of the
positronic brain were warm ng up. Then the mechanical, soulless voice announced:

"Transl ation conpleted. The result will be in formof a witten report. End of nmessage."

Rhodan turned to Khrest. "That was fast. Faster than | expected. The inscription was
probably not even witten in a code. It had just to be translated. This would indicate
that the nessage was not of special inportance. Lossoshér, |I'mafraid, you are going to
be bitterly disappointed.”

The Ferron was about to reply when the electronic brain spat out a white slip of
paper. Rhodan seized the strip and read al oud the transcription of the nessage that had
been engraved on the small pyramd of noon 13B

"Many ways are leading to the light. Sonme are only detours. The trail points toward
the right direction.™

"What do you make of it?" asked Lossoshér

Rhodan smled. "It's neant to confort those who have either lost the right track or
never even found it. There are detours on the path that will solve the Galactic Riddle.
bel i eve, however, that the direct way is faster, even if it is nmore difficult. Thank you
Lossoshér, you have rendered ne an inval uabl e service. And nany thanks to you, Goll."

Goll left, his face a stoic nask, while Lossoshér had trouble hiding his
di sappoi nt nent .

After the door of the control center had cl osed behind the two nen, Khrest remarked,
"I feel sorry for Lossoshér. He had hoped to bring you sone valuable clue. Is his
di scovery of any real significance, Perry?"

"Yes, but only indirectly, Khrest. It's sone diversionary manoeuvre. Just inmagine: a
hol | ow noon, that could be an inhabited planet, that serves only the purpose to divert
our attention fromthe right path! Wat kind of people these nust be to have hatched out
such tasks for us to solve!"

"A race of nmental giants, no doubt!" Khrest's voice expressed adniration and awe at
the sanme tine. "Wiat a nmenorabl e occasi on when we neet up with them | hope we will prove
worthy. "

"In case we do find, them" Rhodan said in a serious tone, "then we are worthy, ny
friend."

"True. If we do find them Sonetines | believe it would be wi ser to give up our
search. But there is nore to our endeavour than nerely finding the secret of imortality.
If we can establish contact with a race of such superior intelligence, capable of |aying
a trail throughout thousands of years-beings that have becone the masters of all
di mensi ons-such a contact m ght save the crunbling enpire of the Arkonides!"

"Or help the rising enpire of Terra, Khrest!"

Khrest and Thora renmi ned silent. They exchanged quick glances and |left the control
center.

Bell waited until the door had cl osed behind them "You should not speak so frankly
with them Perry," he warned. "They still believe in the suprenmacy of their galactic
realm They have no idea that you plan to becone heir to their fading enpire. It would
not be advisable to nake them our enem es..!

"Khrest has no illusions about Arkon's future." Perry shook his head. "He fully
realizes that his own race has becone too weak to continue as the ruling force in the
uni verse. He knows that mankind will beconme part of the heritage of the Arkonides. There
is no doubt in his nind that this will be the best possible solution. He is on our side,
Reg. "

"You must be right, Perry, otherwi se we would not be sitting here in the command
center, in control of a spaceship that could return Khrest and Thora in no tine to their
own honme Pl anet. Wiat are your plans now?"

Rhodan sighed. "Just wait and see what devel ops. W have no choice. W w |l never
arrive at the solution to this galactic chainriddle if we overl ook one of its links. And
the underground vault in the Red Pal ace of Thorta was exactly that: one link in a long
chain."”

Bell |eft and Rhodan renai ned alone, sitting in front of the grand console of the
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comput er brain. Fascinated, he observed the, swift dance of the little bulb that
i ndi cated the varying signals, listened to the inscrutable hum com ng through the
Arkonite netal of the hull. He could feel the vibrations of the positronic brain in
action. Wuld the mechanical mnd find the answer?

A long path stretched ahead of this intrepid astronaut, a path which, he intuited,
woul d I ead through not only space but tinme. Journeys end would be at eternity's

t hreshol d.
When the tine canme, would he have the courage to cross this threshol d? For the

destiny of mankind, he must not fail!
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