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1 SPOCKY PHENOVENA

RHODAN s stern voice, resounding fromthe telecons in all the corridors of the mghty
spaceshi p, broke the qui et which had prevailed for several hours aboard the Stardust ||

"Commander to all Quppies! Prepare your ships for takeoff at nine-twenty ship tine. |
repeat .."

The previous qui et had been deceptive. Beneath its surface, tension was grow ng,
per haps even fear, nost certainly the disquieting realization of involvenent with things
beyond the conprehensi on of human brains. To the Stardust's crew of five hundred, never
before had it been so apparent as in the past few days and hours to just what
extraordi nary degree the welfare of the entire ship depended on the capabilities of a
si ngl e man.

A single nan: Perry Rhodan.

Many of the nen did not know the reasons for Rhodan's actions and the | eader of the
New Power did not deemit necessary to enlighten them So runours spread, at first
ridiculed, then enbellished with hair-raising details and finally accepted.

Rhodan's | atest order nmeant new excitenment for two hundred nmen of the crew. After the
unnervi ng experience of hours of uncertain waiting, they preferred plunge into the nobst
dangerous adventure rather than renmain inactive a nonent | onger

Guppi es were the eight auxiliary ships of the Good Hope class carried aboard the
Stardust |1. Nobody renenmbered who first called them such but "Guppies" was now accepted
as the comon code name for the two hundred-foot-1ong ships.

The all clear reports for the GQuppies had conme. Perry Rhodan sat in the pilot seat in
the Control Centre and listened to the telecomwi th an inpassive face. He | ooked as if he
were not interested in the chatter but after the eighth report he | eaned over the nike
and ordered:

"Proceed in accordance with the data of your automatic navigation control. Hold your
ships in standby position in your respective target areas and scan the sector for
structural changes. Keep your structure sensors nanned at all tinmes and report
i medi ately any change in the spacetinme continuum Start at prearranged tine."

Wth an abrupt nove of his hand he switched off the telecom He whirled around in his
chair.

He was alone in the Cormand Centre with Reginald Bell, his conpanion ever since their
first flight to Earth's noon and still his best friend on their way to the Unknown.

Bell tried to snmle but managed only a half-hearted grin. Cheerful ness seened out of
pl ace these days.

"What do you anticipate?" asked Bell. "Alien ships?"

Rhodan stared thoughtfully at himfor a few seconds. Then he shook his head in
vi gorous negation and got up.

"No, no ships," he answered.

Bell waited. He waited until he knew that Rhodan would give himno further
expl anation voluntarily.

"What in the devil else?" he asked gruffly. "Am | supposed to guess or are you goi ng
to tell me?"

"I expect a structural disturbance,"” Rhodan replied. "How it will be brought about I
don't know. The man we are chasing can change the space-tinme continuumat wll."

Bel | laughed but he did not sound very cheerful.

"That man," he nocked. "lI'd really like to see him He probably has an energy spira

i nstead of a head and two machi nes where | have ny arns.”

"We'll get to see him" Rhodan said quietly. "Then we'll find out whether he has a
spiral or not."

"Do you really believe that? | nean..

"Yes, | do," interrupted Rhodan. "I'm not fool enough to risk a deadly adventure
agai nst ny better judgnent."

Bel | munbl ed sonet hi ng Rhodan did not understand.. Then he asked:

"And our Cuppies are supposed to determine in which regi on of space the disturbance
will take place, right?"

"Exact|ly!"

Bell was silent for a while, then he nmade another effort.

Li sten, Chief, you' ve brought a netal cartridge fromthe past. What a fantastic
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feat-ten thousand years fromthe past! You' ve opened it and tried to deci pher the text it
contai ned. You're convinced that you've read it correctly, right? And this is what it
sai d:

"'He who wishes to find the way can still turn back. But if he decides to go on, may
it be knowmn to himthat he will receive no nore hel p whatsoever. Soon a quake will shake
space... and so on

"So you drop out of sight for a few days and al nost burn up the big positronic
computer. Finally, you bring forth the great idea that you nust send out all auxiliary
ships to scour space for structural disturbances.”

"If one takes into consideration that we cannot be at all sure that the translating
nmachi ne i s equi pped to handl e such conplicated nessages properly, don't you think that
we' ve started something we cannot finish?"

Rhodan |istened thoughtfully. Bell had beconme serious and Rhodan knew t hat he
expected a serious answer.

"No, Bell," Rhodan said quietly, enphasising his words. "I'm convinced that we can
accomplish it."

Bell's face changed from one second to the next. H's nouth becane firmand he cocked
his head with its bristles of red hair.

"Well, come on, then, and tell it to the others too!" he grow ed.

“Whi ch ot hers?"

"Who on board this ship would dare oppose your commands-except the two Arkoni des?"

For Captain Chaney the flight presented conflicting enotions. He commanded Guppy
Nunber Five. He had taken off at nine-twenty ship tinme from Stardust |l together with the
seven ot her Guppies. He had set his automatic pilot on the course predetermn ned by
Rhodan's cal cul ati ons and had proceeded according to his instructions to a position which
was no nore than a distance of one astronomical unit fromthe orbit of the fifteenth Vega
pl anet .

He stopped at this point and began to wait, conforming to his orders. At first he had
t hought that sonething was going to happen in the next few hours; but hours passed and
not hi ng happened except that the fifteenth planet of Vega, which had been thirty nmllion
mles distant at his arrival, noved away a few nore mles.

Captai n Chaney stretched out and tried to sleep wi thout nmuch success. Then he got up
again and stared with smarting eyes at the nonitor screens of the optical scanners and
structure field sensors.

Capt ai n Chaney had not often had the opportunity to fly such a ship as this. He knew
the ship very thoroughly but his know edge stemmed nore from his intensive hypno-training
than fromflying practice.

Chaney had piloted a few cruising flights in the Terrestrial solar systemand this
experience in itself had considerably affected his outlook. Only eighteen nonths before
that event he had believed-while flying his supersonic jet plane as a first
lieutenant-that it would be decades till man would reach Mars or Venus with his flaning
rockets.

There were nonments when he thought he was dreaming. At tinmes he tried to convince
hi nsel f that his experiences could not be real. Then an alarm signal would shrill or a
range finder would begin to humw th blinking | anps-and he was back in reality again.

| am a dreaner, he thought, feeling tired.

"Orientation Section to Cormander!" a harsh voice bell owed. "Unidentified object on
zer o- one-ei ght degrees horizontal -two-si x-six vertical."

Chaney perked up. He noved the lines on the scale below the centre screen to 180H and
2660V. The screen flickered and canme to rest again. A glistening point showed up inits
centre. It was changing its lumnosity at regular intervals.

"What is that?" Chaney asked gruffly.

"Can't make it out, sir."

"Vel ocity?"

"Fourteen niles per second, sir. Coming in our direction."

"M ni num di st ance?"

"Eighteen niles, sir, in about forty mnutes." Chaney waited. Eighteen nmles was a
snmal | di stance out in space. One should be able to recognize at eighteen niles what kind
of an object with variable light intensity was drifting in space.

Forty m nutes was a long tine. Chaney kept looking till his eyeballs hurt but his
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observation screen was not sharp enough to make out the outline of the object.

Then the range finder reported again.

"False alarm sir. It's the weckage of a ship fromthe tinme of the Topide invasion;
a Ferronian ship, sir."

Chaney felt cheated.

"COkay," he said with a tired voice.

Then he got up

"Li eutenant Forge, take over ny place. |I'll go and catch sone sleep. | guess it'll be
a while till we get to see sonething real interesting."

Rhodan established quiet with an inperious gesture of his hand.

"Let's start fromthe beginning," he said bitterly, dividing his anger in equal
nmeasur e between Khrest and Thora. "You cane to this sector of the gal axy on a search
expedition in a cruiser which probably was the | ast one you had been able to | aunch on
Arkon. You were hoping to find the mysterious world where the secret of perpetual cell
reproducti on had been di scovered.

"Your expedition failed at first but now after sonme detours-which probably caused no
nore delay than if you had nanaged by yoursel ves-we are once nore approachi ng our goa
toget her. "

“In the vault underneath the Red Pal ace in Thorta we found some clues. W' ve nade
many great efforts to follow themup and we've found new clues. W're getting closer to
our goal step by step and now you suddenly want to abandon everything! Wy?"

The last word sounded |ike the crack of a whip. Bell, who was sitting nearby, w nced.
He coul d not renmenber ever having seen Rhodan so irate as during these past m nutes.

Khrest did not reply. He held his Iong, narrow head | owered and stared at the fl oor.
Thora had noved forward, to the edge of her chair and | ooked at Rhodan. Hostility gl ared
in her red eyes.

“I'"l'l tell you why," Rhodan continued, much calner after a while. "You are afraid!"

Khrest's white-haired head shot up

"And if it were so?" he asked quietly. "Do you think it's cowardly to be afraid in a
situation |ike this?"

"Yes," responded Rhodan, "and you know why: because you've believed that the secret
of eternal life can be cheaply obtained in the gal axy. You' ve been told that sonme unknown
race has solved the puzzle and will be happy to let you in on the secret.”

"But now it turns out that it just isn't so. The people who know the secret of cel
preservation al so know how to guard it. Woever desires to learn it has to tangle with
them according to their rules of the gane."

"Since you have, after ten thousand years, a habit of believing that everything has

to fall into your lap, you now prefer to quit the gane. One of these days, when we have
nore time, I'mgoing to tell you that fable of the Fox and the Sour G apes.
"All | can tell you at the nonent is that you're free -to deci de whether you want to

await the outconme of our action in safety outside, or if you want to come along with us."

Thora junped up. Bell was holding his breath. He knew how Thora was given to acting
on inmpulse and it |looked for a nonent as if she were ready to strangl e Rhodan. She took a
coupl e of steps toward Rhodan, then stopped and | et her shoul ders drop

“Bar barian!"

Rhodan blunted the force of her fury by beginning to | augh.

"If it is barbarian to recognize necessities and civilized to be a be a coward, |
woul d rather remain a barbarian.”

Khrest got up too.

"WIIl you give us a few hours to think about it?" he asked earnestly. "The matter is

i mportant enough to be given serious consideration. |'mgoing to anal yse your argunents
careful ly, Rhodan."
"You'll have a few hours, providing our auxiliary ships don't report back earlier,"”

replied Rhodan

Khrest nodded. Then he left the room wal king slowy. Thora hesitat ed.

"Have you already finished your deliberations?" Rhodan asked, taunting her.

She turned away and ran out. The automatic sliding door rolled with a hissing sound
into its |atches behind her.
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Capt ai n Chaney was awakened by a noi se such as he had never heard before. After sone
effort and with the aid of two pills he had finally nanaged to fall asleep but he had no
i dea at the nonment how | ong he had been in bed.

He got up and put his aching, ringing head under the water faucet in his cabin. As
the water was rushing over his ears he heard the telecomstart to blare:

"Attention, everybody, attention! This is your commander speaking. Alert ship for
hi ghest state of alarnl Stand by!"

Chaney snorted, wi ped his face and storned out of the cabin.

In the Conmand Centre Lieutenant Forge was still standing with the mi ke before his
nout h.

"What's the matter?" shouted Chaney. "Wy didn't anyone wake ne up?"

Forge showed the strict training he had enjoyed. He finished his nessage, put back
the m ke and stood at attention.

"Consi derabl e structure changes in imediate vicinity. It's ny opinion that a whole
feet of alien ships has appeared by hypertransition."

"Have you | ocated then?"

"No, sir, not yet."

Chaney renenbered that a strange noi se had aroused himfromhis sleep. Now it was no
| onger heard.

"What kind of a racket was that earlier?" he wanted to know.

Forge shrugged his shoul ders and | ooked puzzl ed.

"I don't know, sir. Evidently the hull of the ship has been vibrating."

"The ship vibrating!" shouted Chaney. "Didn't you set up the protective screen.”

"I did, sir!"

"Then why, for heaven's sake..?"

He was al nost thrown off his feet. The Command Centre began to sway violently and the
material of which the walls were built squeaked in the joints. A spark flashed on the
switch console of the copilot, followed by a black, nal odorous cloud of snpke. The noise
of the explosion could not be heard because the hull of the ship had begun to drone
agai n.

Chaney recogni sed the sound as the sanme which had awakened hi m

Wth shaky | egs he wal ked over to his seat and called the Orientation Section.

"What ' s goi ng on?" he yell ed.

"Severe structure disturbances very close by, sir," rasped the voice fromthe
receiver.

"Find out where these disturbances have occurred and report the accurate distance of
the location."

The spooky phenonenon di sappeared as quickly as it had conme. The ship was settling
down agai n. The droni ng stopped and Chaney was now able to wal k straight on his | egs. He
went over to the seat of the copil ot and exam ned the switch consol e. The expl osi on had
shattered one of the nmeasuring instrunents into thousands of pieces and |eft nothing but
a hole as big as a fist in the plastic surface.

"What kind of an instrunent was that?" asked Chaney and pointed to the hole.

Forge cane over

"The dial of the small structure sensor, sir."

Chaney suppressed a feeling of panic welling up in him Wat sort of gravitationa
shocks coul d cause a structure sensor to burn out?

He turned away and ordered the radio technician to be ready with his
hyper - communi cation set for a talk to Ferrol

Bef ore he coul d speak, however, he received another report fromthe range fi nder.

"The direction is zero-zero-ei ght degrees horizontal and one-ei ght-nine degrees
vertical. Distance four-point-three astrononical units."

"Can you make out anything in that area?"

"Yes, sir. The fourteenth planet of Vega."

Chaney suddenly got the inpression that his hypercall had becone very urgent. He
barked at the radio officer to hurry up.

"W would like to talk to you," said Khrest hesitantly, remaining in the hatch to
keep it fromimediately cl osing up again.

Rhodan nodded.

“Conme on in!"
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Hi s anger had bl own over |ong ago. He was feeling sorry for Khrest and all people
i ke him Thousands of years of confort had nade the race of the Arkonides forget how to
junp over one's own shadow. To undertake any matter the result of which was not perfectly
assured right fromthe start appeared just as foolish to themas to shoot a full dose of
neutron beans through one's head to see if one could survive it.

Thora entered the Command Centre behi nd Khrest.

Rhodan was sitting at a test stand and staring at a netal cartridge which he had
retrieved fromthe past during one of his previous actions. So far there was no hint that
the capsul e held anything other than the contents renoved earlier, although Rhodan had no
doubt that it did. It would have neant the end of the long, tortuous road to eternal life
if the great unknown person would furnish no nore cl ues.

Rhodan swi vell ed around in his chair and | ooked attentively at the two Arkoni des.
Khrest was standing there, still undeci ded.

"Pl ease sit down!" Rhodan sniled with amusenment "This is your ship just as nmuch as
m ne. Make yourself at hone!"

Khrest sat. He seened to have to force hinself to speak as it took quite a while til
he lifted his head and began.

"We've thought this matter over," he started to say.

He got no further. At this nonent nany astoni shing things began to happen al npst
si mul t aneously, which rendered totally insignificant what Khrest had deci ded about the
situation.

The circular roomreverberated with a sonorous droni ng whi ch deafened the ears.
Rhodan received such a strong jolt in his back that he swerved up fromchair
chair.

He whirl ed around, his weapon half drawn but his noving body froze suddenly.

The netal cartridge on the test stand had begun to glow It radiated a blue-white
light, evidently without any attendant em ssion of heat since the surface of the table
suf fered no damage

He noticed with anazenent that the cartridge obviously radiated away its own matter
It becane snaller and smaller as he watched and the |ight went out at the sane tine as
the last bit of metal disappeared.

Rhodan let his hand drop and tried to peer through the wildly pul sating i mages which
his overly agitated retina conjured up

"Bel I!"

"Yes, Chief?"

"Call Tanaka. Tell himto cone here at once!"

Bell reacted quickly and efficiently. He gave no sign whatsoever that the radiating
cartridge had nade any inpression on him

Bell was talking into the tel ecom ni ke when the high pitched buzzing of the hycom set
attracted Rhodan's attention. He | eaped to the switchboard with two big junps and
adj usted the reception

"Commander Rhodan speaki ng. Go ahead!"

"Quppy Number Five to Commander; Captain Chaney speaking. Strong structural changes
in area of fourteenth planet, sir, coming in intervals. They are of such magnitude that |
have troubl e keeping the ship upright"

"Any ot her observations?"

"No, sir. We've been unable to ascertain the cause of these disturbances."

"Al'l right. Thank you for your report |I'msigning off."

He whirl ed around agai n.

"Where is Tanaka?"

"He's coning."

Rhodan gl anced at Khrest and Thora, who were frightened stiff in their seats. Khrest
was still staring with wi de open, unbelieving eyes at the test stand where the neta
capsul e had radi ated away its substance in a blue-white |light, and Thora remai ned
notionl ess, covering her face with both hands.

The hatch roll ed open and Tanaka Sei ko entered the room He was one of Rhodan's npst
capabl e nutants. Radioactivity had affected unused parts of his brain in such a manner
that he could receive el ectromagneti c waves and understand their meaning if they were
nodul ated as, for instance, radi o waves.

During the | ast few days it had becone apparent that Tanaka's sensitive brain did not
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only respond to el ectromagnetic influences but also reacted to others of a higher order

Tanaka was stunbling as he came in. It seened to take all his strength not to fall
down. His face was so pale that it made the red scar on his cheek stand out. "Did you
understand it, Tanaka?" asked Rhodan sternly.

The Japanese nodded. Rhodan pointed to a chair.

"Sit down and tell us about it."

"Sonebody said, 'You shall cone now,'" Tanaka stammered. "Then there was sone talk
about a warning. Yes, | understood. It said: 'Renenber the warning! Continue your search
where the di sturbance occurs.'"

He paused and took a deep breath to overcone his exhaustion. Then he went on

"Then it said: 'Do not cone w thout the higher know edge! Nobody will help you, only
the mountain will pulsate for you."'"

Rhodan nodded and routinely rewound the tape on which he had recorded Tanaka's
interpretation. He |istened for a second tinme to what the Japanese had said and got up

" '"You shall come now,' " he nurnured. "Renenber the warning. Continue your search
where the disturbance occurs. Do not cone wi thout the higher know edge. Nobody will help
you, only the nountain will pulsate for you."

It was a psychic nessage which was inbedded in the netal cartridge, retrieved from
the past by Rhodan and enitted at the exact nonent the great unknown bei ng had chosen.

| have to be careful not to |ose ny sanity, Rhodan reflected bitterly.

He coul d hear Tanaka panting beside him The sound took his mnd off his own
thoughts. He | ooked at Bell, who was still waiting at the telecom Bell reached
hesitantly for the nike

Rhodan nodded and took the m ke over.

"Commander Rhodan speaking. Attention, everybody! Ship will take off in thirty
mnutes. Al battle stations and range finders to be nmanned five mnutes before start.
Al'l section chiefs to report when ready for action."

"Maj or Deringhouse and Maj or Nyssen, have both your spacefighter squadrons ready for
| aunching at the airlocks."

"State of al arm nunber one as of now "

The thirty mnutes seened to fly by. Khrest nmade a few attenpts to speak but Rhodan
averted himand asked for patience. Rhodan hinself determ ned the course. The conputer
contained the orbit and velocity data of all planets of the Vega systemin its nmenory
bank. Rhodan elicited the information and received, in synbols of Arkoni de mathemati cs,
an equation for the course which was prepared for feeding into the automatic pilot.

Rhodan set the autonatic pilot for ready start and took the all clear calls comng in
one after another fromall sections of the mghty ship.

Maj or Deri nghouse was the last to cone through with his report. He rattled it off and
then inquired in a nore personal tone, "May | ask what's up?"

"Fourteen!" answered Rhodan curtly. "W want to take a ook at it."

"Fourteen!" snapped Deringhouse. "That nonster?"

Rhodan nodded. "That nonster."

Mnutes later, the Stardust Il lifted off. The huge spherical body with a di anmeter of
twenty-five hundred feet threw a bl ack shadow across the terrain, causing an unschedul ed
solar eclipse for a small area of Ferrol's surface.

This spectacle did not last very long. Roaring and trailing a glow ng plune of
ionized matter, the ship escaped into space. It was al nost, incredible for an observer
contenplating the sight to see how quickly the trenendous ball shrank to a black point
and vani shed conpletely in one breath of air.

In the Conmand Centre of the ship Rhodan checked the light controls of the autonatic
pilot. They were blinking in the prescribed sequence and the right col ours.

The course was steady. No transition had been planned. The flight would take one
hundred ten m nutes.

Rhodan renenbered that Khrest wanted to say sonething. He | ooked questioningly at the
ol d Arkoni de.

"Didn't you have a..?"

Khrest laughingly interrupted him It was the first tinme in weeks that he really
| aughed.

"Ch yes, Perry, | had a request. | neant to tell you that we've thought the matter
over and want to acconpany you in any case.

Rhodan | ooked startl ed.
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"Right. Earlier, you hadn't made up your mind, | renmenber now. "

Thora got up. Her face twitched in a nmixture of anger and gaiety.

"I'd just like to know what woul d have beconme of us if we had decided differently?"
she asked bitingly.

"What luck that you didn't!" replied Rhodan with a smle

2 PERI LS OF GOL

THE FOURTEENTH PLANET of Vega was an ammoni a- net hane giant of the Jupiter type. It was in
this vicinity that Rhodan in the Good Hope had rescued Chaktor fromthe drifting w eckage
of the Ferroni an defence feet which had been destroyed by the invadi ng Topi des.

This gigantic planet had three tines the diameter of Jupiter, a staggering 260, 000
mles, and, in contrast to Jupiter, an enornous density. According to the information
given by Ferronian astronony the gravitation on the surface anounted to nore than nine
hundred G s, which neant that a man there woul d have to carry nore than ni ne hundred
times his weight.

Rhodan, however, believed that this figure was too high and had it checked as the
Stardust |1 approached the planet. Nine hundred Gs would nean that single actions of the
ei ght auxiliary ships, or even space-fighters, would be inpossible above the
net hane- ammononi a worl d. The auxiliary ships had the capacity of neutralizing five
hundred Gs. If the gravitation exceeded that they had to utilize the help of their drive
engi nes, which in turn reduced their nobility.

The planet was a nonster in every respect. Long di stance neasurenents determ ned that
the height of the atnosphere was al nost twelve thousand niles above the core itself,
whi ch could be either solid or liquid. The pressure on the surface, therefore, far
exceeded anyt hing human hi gh pressure technol ogy had i nvented or produced.

As Stardust || approached the planet within one astronom cal unit, Rhodan received
the result of the gravitation neasurenents. The gravitational force prevailing on the
surface was ni ne hundred-si xteen G s, nine hundred sixteen tinmes as nmuch as the wei ght on
Eart h.

Ther eupon Rhodan ordered his Guppies, the eight auxiliary ships, to return to Ferro
and to wait there for further devel opnents. Then he called his senior officers and the
two Arkonides for a briefing.

Anyone who believed that Rhodan woul d pernit a di scussion was di sappoi nted. Rhodan
stood in front of his officers and announced his deci sions.

"The venture is very dangerous," he said with a harsh voice. "Let's not have any
illusions about that. We're running the risk of |osing our ship."

"On the other hand we nust keep in mnd what has so far been done in this

undertaking. We're dealing with sonebody who will entrust his secret only to those he
consi ders worthy to receive it."
"The probability that a serious mishap will occur is, in ny opinion, very slight. One

doesn't test the courage of a candidate with the intention of destroying him

"But we nust take every precaution. The unknown informed us that we nust rely on our
own strength. | have no doubt that our strength will prove superior to anything at all we
nm ght encounter on this planet."

He paused and waited for objections. There were none.

"Certain technical details will have to be considered," he continued. "W need
vehicles in which we can operate adequately on the surface. These vehicles have to
sustain a pressure of fifty thousand atnospheres and nust be neutralized agai nst the
gravitation of nine hundred sixteen Gs. Keep in nmind that the safety of the personne
depends on the care with which these precautionary neasures are taken."

"We have a few hours to prepare for these requirenments. Then we'll be beyond the
poi nt of no return. Thank you!"
Everybody was disnissed with the exception of Khrest and Thora. Bell, whose post was

in the Command Centre, also remained.

"Do you know what you are doi ng?" asked Khrest.

"He never thinks before he acts," Thora broke in. "He sinply does it and nobst of the
time he's lucky."

"I'"ve considered everything,

Rhodan answered Khrest. "I'mrisking the ship to search
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for the secret of eternal |ife. Don't you agree that it's worth nore than this ship?"

"True enough,"” admitted Khrest. "But what good will the secret do us if we get stuck
on this nonster?"

"Stuck? One of our auxiliary ships can rescue us, if..

"Rescue us? Against a gravitation of nine hundred sixteen G s?"

"Well, it'll be a difficult manoeuvre. But those ships can be steered renotely froma
far distance so that not even one of the robots has to be exposed to this gravitation.
We, however .."

"We, however," criticized Thora, "have five or six safe vehicles at best for three
hundred nen. There"ll be roomfor twenty or thirty nore in each vehicle. Wat about the
ot her s?"

"The others won't have to worry anynore about being picked up. Isn't that what you
wanted to hear?" answered Rhodan dryly.

Thora nmade no further reply. Rhodan continued to exasperate her

"Besi des, you assured nme only an hour ago that you wanted to share in this
expedition. Does this nmean that you' ve changed your mind again in the neantine?"

"No, you stubborn nule!" snarled Thora angrily and marched out.

"W ought to call it Gol," said Bell pensively.

"What ?"
"That," responded Bell, pointing his open hand toward the visiscreen across which
stornms in the uppernost |ayers of the atnosphere were raging. "lIsn't Gol an abom nabl e

ogre in sone old | egend?"

"Coul d be," answered Rhodan, |ost in thought.

Stardust |1 hovered el even thousand nil es above the actual surface of the planet
according to the microwave probe. The ship approached on the day-side of the planet and
the tenperature in the i nmedi at e nei ghbour hood of the Stardust rose to 120°F under the
i nfluence of the direct radiation fromthe blue-white giant star Vega.

The rotation period of the planet was cal culated to be close to fourteen hours. This
nmeant that the fast rotating surface created uninterrupted storns in the border strata
next to it-storns under a pressure of nore than forty thousand atnospheres!

Rhodan tried to inagine the sort of being who would select such a world to stage his
trial. It was beyond his conprehension

"Ni ne thousand niles," a steady voice reported on the telecom

Fol l owi ng the customon Earth, on board the Stardust and all other ships, distances
were stated in nmles and feet unless they were on the order of interstellar dinmensions.

Still nine-thousand above the surface.

"Wnd velocity thirteen hundred feet per second," another voice announced.

Bell started to laugh. But he did not sound very cheerful.

"Wnd velocities greater than the speed of sound,"” he nmunbled. "Wat is that going to
do to us?"

Rhodan answered seriously:

"The velocity of sound depends on the substance and the density through which it
travels. Here we have a nixture of ammonia and nethane and the density far exceeds the
at nrosphere on Earth. Therefore, the speed of sound is nmuch greater than in air under
norrmal pressure.”

Bell started to reply but the warning buzz of an instrunent interrupted him

The red warning light of the structure sensor glared like the eye of a witch. Rhodan
studi ed the confusing pattern of inpulses on the oscillograph screen of the sensor.

Norrmal |y, the oscillograph reacted to a structure change in space with a green point
of light forned on the screen. The location of the point on the grid of the co-ordinates
i ndi cated where in space the change occurr ed.

However, the picture Rhodan saw at present was a wobbly, chaotic pattern originating
at a central point and spreadi ng over the whol e screen. Rhodan was unable to nmake any
sense out of the pattern

He knew that the structure sensor recorded its imges on a tape to preserve them For
that reason he took tinme to observe the peculiar play of lines until it suddenly
di sappear ed agai n.

"The attached chrononeter registered that the sensor had been activated for sixteen
seconds. "
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Rhodan had a short wal k with Tanaka Sei ko over the tel ecom but Tanaka had not noticed
anything. |If these playful structure changes in space had any significance at all it was
hi dden in gravitational shocks to which Tanaka was not sensitive.

The gane had beconme a shade nore difficult.

"Seven thousand," said the navigator.

Rhodan renoved the tape produced by the structure sensor and projected it. He
magni fied the picture ten tinmes and studied it once nore without arriving at any
concl usi ons.

However, he deternined the co-ordinates of the point of origin and changed the course
in that direction. In this manner they crossed the night and day border |ine and now
noved through the swirling, storny darkness.

The tenperature outside the ship's hull had sunk to 200° absolute or -260°F

"Six thousand nmiles!"”

At the sane nonent the structure sensor reacted once again. It did so in the sane
manner as the first tinme: it drewgreen lines in a senseless pattern all over the screen
toying for sixteen seconds with Rhodan's reasoning theories and then fadi ng away.

Only one thing was different: the central point of the Iine pattern was at the point
of origin of the co-ordinates thenselves. The Stardust was |ocated exactly vertically
above the emitter and there could be no doubt that the source was situated on the surface
of the giant planet.

Rhodan conpared the two visitapes with each other. There was no tine to evaluate the
conpari son but one thing that seened to be certain was that the two patterns did not
di ffer except for the location of the central point.

This indicated that the space structure change which was taking place bel ow the
Stardust was i ntentional and not an accidental, statistical occurrence. This was al so
suggested by the duration of the disturbance which | asted sixteen seconds in both cases.

The navi gator call ed.

"Bel ow us is an obscure area, sir. Appears to be a nountain. Differences in height up
to sixty thousand feet. The terrain is nost unsuitable for a | anding."

"Can you make out a nore favourabl e place?"

"Yes, sir. About one hundred twenty nmiles fromhere is a mrror-like surface, if |
can trust ny instrunments."

"Correct our course. But deviate as little as possible fromour present direction."

The navi gator determ ned the co-ordinates of the new |l anding area and transnitted the
program data for the course correction to the automatic pilot. The reception of this
information was signalled in the Coormand Centre and Rhodan, who was flying the Stardust
only sem -automatically because of the difficult |anding procedure, set the new course.

At the altitude of six hundred nmiles it becanme necessary to increase the power of the
generators for the protective screen to the highest |evel. The storm whi ch whi pped the
mass of ammoni a and nethane with unbelievable velocity began to interfere with the ship's
course. The huge sphere of the Stardust was pushed about and only the highest energy
| evel of the protective screen was sufficient to prevent the storm from unbal ancing the
shi p.

A strange phenonenon was now observed on the visiscreen. Methane, one of the two nain
i ngredi ents of the planet's atnosphere, becones easily ionized. The ionized nol ecul es of
the gas bonbarded the protective screen and envel oped the Stardust in a glow ng halo
which trailed behind in i mense spirals.

It was inpossible to deternine the nature of the atnosphere. The enornous pressure
caused the anmoni a and net hane nol ecules to forma dense ni xture which nornally woul d
result in aliquid. But by definition the liquid state requires a surface fornmed by the
fluid itself. The atnosphere | acked such a surface and Rhodan had to conclude that they
had found a regi on here of super-high pressures, and | ow tenperatures still unknown to
Terrestrial thernodynanm cs due to the absence of opportunities for such experinments on
Eart h.

In the neantine the structure sensor had responded three nore tines. The observation
screen showed the sane pattern, the reception period again |asted sixteen seconds and by
now Rhodan had ascertained that the intervals between the transm ssions were al ways the
sane.

Transm ssi ons!

Sonmebody was present in the nei ghbourhood of the nountain the peak of which, so the
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navi gator clai med, was twelve mnmles above the normal |evel and was sending the sane
space-war pi ng effects which occurred at the transition of a spaceship. They were unwant ed
side effects which could not be controlled by manki nd.

W have to find a different nane for these other beings, Rhodan thought; after all,
one could not call all those who were intelligent, mankind.

The transm ssions were sent by sonebody who was al so able to nodul ate their effects
as was shown by the pattern on the oscillograph screen. Rhodan began to understand why
Khrest and Thora wanted to abandon their original plan. Some power was at work here which
was far superior to the Arkonides.

"Altitude three hundred sixty mles!"

"Qutside tenperature eighty-five degrees absolute."

"The day has begun, sir, at |least according to our cal culations. Can you recogni ze
anyt hi ng?"

Rhodan chi ded, "Do you expect radi ant sunshine at the bottom of an anmoni a ocean
twelve niles deep?"

More reports cane in. They were rife with the anxiety which was gripping the nen
There was hardly anyone who was inmune to the influence which this utterly strange world
exerted. It did not help natters that nost of the crew had no direct view of the outside.
The navigators and the nmen at the battle stations relied on the range finder screens,
whi ch depicted solid objects as nobnochromatic points, lines or planes. Nobody knew what
it really looked |ike outside.

Rhodan coul d have consol ed them On the screens of the visual nonitoring systemthere
was nmerely a black-grey spread w thout contours or details.

Bel| stared at the automatic cal endar

Terrestrial time prevail ed on board the Stardust. Rhodan had made this decision not
only out of sentinmentality but because any tinme was as useful and practical as another on
the far-flung flights of the Stardust.

"Decenber seventh, eighteen-twenty hours,"” said Bell. If the slight nelancholy in his
voi ce could be detected it was only because of the nore preponderant anxiety. "At this
time I am."

"Two hundred forty miles!"

“.and at this tine I am.!

"Wnd velocity twenty-one hundred feet per second, sir. Remmining constant for | ast
ten mnutes.”

“.and at this tinme..!

"Navi gator to Commander. The surface bel ow us does not appear as snooth as before. |
t see any explanation for it."

"Can you describe the change?"

"Yes, sir. It looks as if a nmeadow has suddenly turned into a sea."

That's it. At the surface of the planet, the tenperature is near the nelting point of
nmet hane. A slight rise in tenperature is sufficient to turn the frozen nmethane into a
liquid. Make a depth probe of the density. | want to find out how deep the nethane has
nmelted. "

“"Yes, sir."

And barely a mnute |later:

"I found solid ground thirty feet bel ow the undul ati ng surface."

"Al'l right. No change of course!"

Bel | sighed sadly and gave up his attenpt to tell what he would have done on Earth at
this tine. He turned his attention to his instrunents.

The control light of the protective screen began to flicker. Bell responded before
Rhodan noticed it.

"Co-pilot to Protective Screen Generator. What's the matter with the screens? Wy
don't you shift to full power?"

"The generators are running under full power, sir," replied the engineer resentfully.

"Stabilize the ship! The screen is out of control."

Rhodan reacted in his own way. He reduced the thrust of the engines and | owered the
ship at an accel erated pace. |If anything happened to the protective screen, he preferred
to be on solid ground.

Solid, ground!

don
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"Attention! Ship is touching down!"

Rhodan stood with concentrated attention before the huge pilot switch panel. The
automatic steering had taken over the task of probing the bottomand switching off the
engi nes, or rather adjusting themto mninmumoutput, as soon as adequate contact had been
made.

The nmethane was liquid up to a depth of thirty feet and beneath it was a treacherous
strata. At sixty feet the | anding pads of the hydraulic | egs found enough support so that
the generators were turned down by the autonatic control

The hunmm ng whi ch had pervaded every |ast corner of the Stardust, and to which
everybody's ears had becone readily accustonmed, died down to al nbost nothing so that all
becane aware of the quiet.

Rhodan set a limt switch to govern the generators in order to prevent the gravity
val ue from sinking bel ow nine hundred sixteen Gs. The gravity neutralizers together with
the engines kept the Stardust in a weightless state even after the |anding. The support
| egs had found solid ground but they did not depend on it. Rhodan was sure that the ship
could take of f anytine he desired.

He posted three guards at every generator and explained to themw th great enphasis
that the safety of the ship and its crew depended upon the engines being ready to start
at any nonent.

The incident which had occurred at two hundred forty nmiles altitude had nmade hi mvery
apprehensive. A few seconds after Bell's talk to the protective screen engi neer the
screen had beconme stable again. But the phenonenon remai ned i nexplicable. There was no
apparent reason why the intensity had fluctuated for half a mnute.

The engi neer assured himthat the adjustnent had remai ned untouched. The protective
screen generators were controlled froma central switch panel which had been under the
wat chful eyes of the engineer at all tines.

They coul d find no explanation for the incident.

"It | ooks as if sonebody on the outside has tapped our screens," specul ated Bell.

The idea was absurd. But the incident was of such a nature as to cause allsorts of
absurd thoughts.

"I would like to ask you to exam ne the record of the structure sensors," said Rhodan
gravely. "It looks as if sone kind of a nmessage m ght be hidden in these structure
changes. Tanaka Sei ko was unabl e to detect anything. That |eaves only the structure
sensor to be studied. "

Khrest nodded thoughtfully.

"Do you have any clues?" he asked.

Rhodan shook his head. Only later did it occur to himthat this was the first tine
Khrest had asked his advice on a technical matter.

"No, not the slightest. Unless you want to call what we so far know about the
nmentality of the stranger a hint."

"Wel | that doesn't give me nuch to go by."

Khrest stared dejectedly at the narrow plastic picture strips which were lying on the
table in front of him

"And what do you intend to do?" he finally asked.

"The technicians have built an exploration vehicle with renote control. I'Il have it
tested outside. If it perforns according to expectations, I'll drive it nyself and | ook
around. "

"Qut there?" Khrest pointed his thunb over his shoul der.

Khrest shook his head.

"Sonetimes it nmakes nme shudder when | sense your anbition. Don't you have any fear?"
"Plenty," assured Rhodan with a grin.

"Everything is satisfactory, sir. The car was outside for three hours and was driven
around about thirty mles. The screen generators are functioning faultlessly as well as
the renote control steering. |If you pass out sonewhere we can always bring you back
hore. "

"Thank you,"" said Rhodan with an appreciative snile

The "car" was a nonstrous vehicle. To begin with it had been hopeless to build it
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like a glider to nove above ground. The extreme gravity of Gol-Rhodan had accepted the
nane-f orbade such experinents at the outset. Therefore, it noved on caterpillar tracks.
The technicians had adapted the chassis of one of the robot work machines. Only thirty
percent of the vehicle's volunme could be utilized. A small conpartnent held the engine
and al nost seventy percent of the space was required for the protective screen generators
which had to protect the vehicle fromthe incapacitating gravity.

For the sake of his own safety, Rhodan woul d have preferred to have the car tested
nore thoroughly. But he had no time to lose in this enterprise. The unknown indi vi dual
had very definite ideas as to how nuch tinme it should take for a man to solve his
nysteries to be considered worthy of him So far no one knew what tine he had allotted
for the solution of the Gol enigna.

Bell had insisted that he acconpany Rhodan on his first trip but Rhodan refused his
request

"You nmust never forget that you're the only nan, except nyself, who has acquired the
entire know edge of the Arkonides. Mankind cannot afford to | ose both of us at the same
time."

I nstead, he sel ected Major Deringhouse and the Japanese Tanaka Sei ko as his
comnpani ons.

The tractorlike vehicle was driven out through the |Iowest |ock of the Stardust, which
was at a normal |landing level with the ground. Rhodan steered it hinself. The observer
screen which served to find himhis bearing was coupled with an infra-red searchlight.
Its invisible, highly concentrated beam penetrated the darkness on Gol's surface nore
than half mle and thus provided sharp and clear pictures on the screen

Maj or Deri nghouse handl ed the regular nicrowave range finder whereas Tanaka Sei ko
served as radi oman for the tine being.

Rhodan wat ched on the all-round screen the closing of the huge doors of the ship
| ocks behind the "caterpillar." Meanwhile liquid nethane had flowed into the | ocks and
evaporated in the warm surroundi ngs. The dangerous gas was punped out and rose in great
bubbl es through the sea of nethane in which the vehicle was striving to gain solid
ground.

Rhodan nmade a conplete sweep with the searchlight and saw that the carrier was i ndeed
floating |ike a submarine. The upper boundary of the ellipsoid-shaped anti grav-screen
still had twenty-five feet of l|iquid nethane above.

Rhodan tried to picture what would happen if the tenperature suddenly dropped and the
met hane becane solid.

However, the difficulty of steering diverted himfromall these usel ess specul ati ons.
The viscosity of the ground was so sluggish that the caterpillar tracks were ineffective
unl ess all avail able power was turned on. This way the vehicle made about twenty niles
per hour.

Rhodan followed a direction which according to magnetic neasurenents on board the
St ardust had been defined as south. There in the south was the nountain range in which
the transnitter of the inexplicable pattern on the visiscreen of the structure sensor was
si t uat ed.

After about fifteen mnutes the ground began to rise. The height of the liquid
nmet hane above the carrier decreased. Tanaka transmitted the first of his routine reports
to the ship. It was perfectly received and confi rned.

A few minutes later the vehicle energed fromthe sea of nmethane. The generators
how ed as they clinbed up the steep shore.

Rhodan stopped and rotated the searchlight all around.

"Take a | ook at that!" he exclai ned.

He had stopped the searchlight and illuminated a | onely, needl e-shaped rock which
jutted high out of the terrain. It stood no nore than six hundred feet away fromthe
shore of the lake fromwhich they had just now enmerged. The dianmeter at the bottom
nmeasured about fifteen feet. The needl e was tapered and forned a sharp point at a height
of about three thousand feet.

"What is that?" wondered Deringhouse "It's nmoving, isn't it?"

Nobody answer ed.

I ndeed, the needle noved. It seened to contract. It becanme visibly snmaller and the
circunference was reduced at the sane speed. Rhodan | ooked at his watch. After scarcely
six mnutes the needl e vani shed conpletely. Were there had been a fabul ous rock
formation a glistening plain stretched unbroken to the mountain chain twelve niles in the
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di st ance.
Rhodan started up again.

"What was that?" groaned Deringhouse. Rhodan sniled at him

"An icicle," he said above the purring engines.

Deri nghouse, stared at hi m unconprehendi ngly.

"Frozen net hane," expl ai ned Rhodan. "It |ooks |ike a regular piece of rock. But when
the tenperature rises above the nelting point of nethane it disappears slowy. If you
| ooked closely you could see rivulets of nmethane flowing in all directions.”

Hal f an hour | ater they had reached the foothills. In the neantinme they had
encountered a nunber of different rock formati ons which vani shed before their eyes.

The scenery was in notion. In Rhodan's opinion there existed nothing except frozen
nmet hane or ammonia in the i medi ate surroundi ngs. Therefore, everything was subject to
the transformng effects of m nor tenperature changes.

Rhodan realized the difficulties of orientation created for those who travelled in
such a world. The only safe way to proceed was to follow a set of co-ordinates. Rhodan
told Tanaka to report to Stardust |1 accordingly.

The question remai ned: the nountain where the mysterious transm ssions origi nat ed- of
what did it consist? It was inprobable that such trenmendous formati ons were created
spont aneously from masses of the frozen atnosphere. It had to be assuned that part of the
true surface of Gol was protruding there and that it underwent far fewer transfornations.

".only the nmountain will pulsate for you..l"

Rhodan renenbered the | ast sentence of the strange nessage whi ch Tanaka Sei ko had
transl at ed.

One did not call something a nountain unless it really was a nountain.

Wth churning tracks the vehicle swng slowy around a foothill.

The sl opes of the hills reflected the typical infrared glinmer which Rhodan had
noti ced everywhere-ice and snow.

Behind the hill there was another stretch of level terrain. But farther back a wall
of rock rose lip alnost vertically. It did not |ook very inviting. There seened to be
neither a crack nor a gap. The wall was so solid that Rhodan began to search for ways of
circumventing the obstacle.

As he was sweeping the beam of his searchlight he reduced the speed of his vehicle.
The spot of |ight noved hundreds of yards over the wall and suddenly di sappeared.

Rhodan was baffled and repeated the search again. Slowy the beam noved across the
wal | and di scl osed the normal cracks, crevices and chinks in rocks.

Then, by advancing nmerely one nore degree, the |light becane extingui shed. There was
no indication that it had reached the end of the wall and that the beam was shining the
full length of its range into the grey night of Col.

The wall was still there but the searchlight made no visible mark on it.

Rhodan had no tinme left to wonder. The little fusion-aggregate from which the
searchlight drew its energy suddenly started to hum Rhodan bent forward to see what had
happened. Fromthe connection of the aggregate to the searchlight switch on the contro
panel crackled a foot-1ong blue spark. The stench of burning insulation pervaded the
interior of the carrier for a while until it was punped out. The searchlight was
compl etely extinguished and a red light on the board lit up to signal that the
searchl i ght was defective.

Rhodan recogni zed the danger of the situation. From now on he would be forced to
proceed in darkness. The radar did not distinguish very clearly between the atnosphere
and the obstacl es of nmethane and ammonia ice which presented the greatest difficulties.

Rhodan turned the vehicle around.

Deri nghouse and Sei ko had wat ched the incident w thout reaction. Neither of them
seened to understand the dilemma they faced through the failure of the searchlight.
Rhodan did nothing to enlighten them They would discover it soon enough when the first
icicle collapsed on the vehicle and bonbarded it with chunks of congeal ed gas.

3 GLOW NG BEI NGS

"I DON'T HAVE the faintest idea how to decipher this," said Khrest disgustedly and
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switched off the projector.

"The unknown we are chasing nust have a warped sense of hunour."

Bel | shrugged his shoul ders.

"What do you expect? He's guarding a very precious secret. If we want to obtain it we
shouldn't let the eccentricity of its keeper deter us. Wn't you try once nore?"

Khrest si ghed.

He started to return to his projector but after two steps he stunmbled and had to
throw hinmself across a chair to keep fromfalling to the ground.

Bell had | ost his footing at the same nonent. He threw up his arns and tried to
bal ance hi nself before he crashed with his broad back against the switch panel of the
radi o officer.

Alarmsirens wail ed through the quiet of the Conmand Centre.

Khrest got up and studied the floor of the Command Centre carefully. He | ooked around
and found on one of the tables a small plastic cylinder, narrow and long |like a pencil,
whi ch served as a test probe for tube lines. He put it on the floor and rotated it.
Finally he let go.

The little cylinder started to nove. Gaining speed, it rolled across the snmooth fl oor
and came to rest at the wall.

"That's what | thought," exclained Khrest. "The ship is |eaning over!"

Bell went into action. He quickly dialed and within seconds got the engineer in
charge of the protective screen on the telecom

"I'"'mabout to regain control, sir," the engineer reported hastily, shouting | oud
enough so that Bell could hear himin spite of the wailing sirens. "As far as | can tell
two gravity generators were running idle nonentarily. As a result the neutralization
screen becane weak or failed conpletely on one side. That's why we toppled over."

"Were idle?" shouted Bell. "Are you trying to tell me that they're operating normally
agai n?"

“"Yes, sir!"

Bell ended his call. At the sanme time the wailing of the sirens ceased. Bell went

over to the pilot conpartnent and exam ned the reports. There could be no doubt that the
ship was | eaning. The support |eg had sunk nore than sixty feet into the ground and the
inclination of the vessel floors measured in excess of one degree.

The correction of the situation was no problemfor Bell. He could increase the power
of the engines by the proper anount to raise the ship to its normal |evel and then revert
to the previous output. He took the necessary steps and deternined that everything was
functioning as it was supposed to. The incident was a mysterious manifestation which was
gone as quickly as it had cone.

His inability, however, to find an explanation for the failure of the generators
upset Bell very much. Even though he possessed the entire know edge of the Arkoni des he
did not succeed in detecting the reason for the interruption of two faultlessly operating
gravity generators which functioned perfectly again after a few seconds.

Khrest | ooked at him downcast, and asked: "You don't understand it either?"

Bel | shook his head angrily.

"No," he said, "I don't have the foggiest idea."
The tel ecom signal interrupted them
"Cbserver to Commander! Pl ease inspect screen C, sir. | believe you'll be interested

in the sighting."

Bell turned on the visiscreen with curiosity.

The screen lit up. Dark grey flickering spread all over it.

"l see.." began Bell.

"Not hing," he wanted to say but at this nonment he did see sonething. It was a diny
gl owi ng, shapel ess i mage which noved like a veil through the grey nurkiness. It | ooked
like a light trail of snopke or...

Bel | knew no conparison for it. However, it was sonething el se which inpressed him
nost about the glowing form

Qut there where the light patch cavorted reigned wind velocities and pressures which
wer e beyond human i magi nati on. Snoke or nebul ous formations-or whatever the thing out
there resenbl ed-woul d have been torn apart or blown away in seconds by the continuous
storm

The patch outside, however, was swaying, stretching out and contracting again. It did
not seemto be affected at all by the ragi ng atnnosphere of Gol.
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Bell stared at the patch until it di sappeared.

"Thank you," said Bell weakly to the observation officer. "Keep an eye on it."

He avoi ded | ooking at Khrest and stared at the floor instead.

Khrest said after a while, "I don't knowif it's worth racking our brains about it.
The aerodynami c conditions in this atnosphere are so strange that all sorts of synptons
can occur. They | ook very nysterious and defy explanation at first but could turn out to
be quite sinple."

"For instance, the phenonmenon we've |ust observed could be an exotic form of an
el ectric discharge simlar to a thunderstorm”

Bel | nodded.

"Yes, of course," he said absentnmindedly. "If you regard the gl ow ng patch al one. But
if you consider that a few nonents ago two of our generators acted up in a puzzling
manner, what concl usi on would you draw t hen?"

Wavi ng his hand, he continued: "I know what you're going to say. It could be a
coi nci dence, right?"
"You know what? W'll wait a little. |If nethodical forces are at work here we'l|l

experience themagain nore frequently. So far they don't appear to have sufficient energy
to constitute a danger."

He | ooked at the clock

"Anot her report fromthe vehicle is due," he murnured.

It came a few noments |ater.

Tanaka Sei ko reported that the infrared searchlight had conked out and that their
vehicle was attenpting to find its way hone in blindness. Rhodan requested a radi o beam
signhal to guide them back

Bel | gave the order for the radi o beamsignal. Then he turned to Khrest.

"Thunderstorns all over the place," he said, sneering a little. "The searchlight has
been struck by lightning, too."

The observation screen was al nbst usel ess. Nonet hel ess, Rhodan had not switched it
off. While the vehicle steered carefully in the direction of the radi o i npul ses com ng
fromthe Stardust he stared, lost in thought, at the shapel ess grey world outside.

He knew that he could not recognize an ice needle even if he were close to it. Gol's
at nosphere was so dense that it absorbed the brightest sunrays in a fraction of an inch

"The guide signhals are getting weaker, sir," announced Deringhouse.

Rhodan recogni zed the effect. He stopped the vehicle and backtracked until
Deri nghouse reported that the signals were conming again with normal intensity. Then he
turned right and drove forward once nore. The vehicle noved at a snail's pace.

Deri nghouse said reassuringly, "W're all right. W can go on."

It turned out that the guide signhals reacted nore sensitively to obstacles than
Deri nghouse's scanners which could barely distinguish between |iquid, gaseous or solid
nmet hane. As soon as an obstacl e arose between the Stardust and the vehicle the radio
i mpul ses becanme weaker. Deringhouse had not paid any attention the first time and Rhodan
had run into a rock of nethane ice, fortunately at slow speed. Since then Deringhouse
wat ched the intensity of the signal carefully.

Tanaka Sei ko was sitting at his telecomset. He received the guide signals clearly
and was even able to differentiate changes of intensity, although not as accurately as
Deri nghouse' s nmeasuring instrunents.

That was all Tanaka coul d hear. Except for the radio inpul ses there was only the
usual static in the atnosphere.

There was nothing el se. Really nothing?

Tanaka asked hinmself if the peculiar hum stemred i ndeed from at nospheric
di sturbances. The intensity of such disturbances was normally fluctuating, sonetines
stronger and sonetinmes weaker following the | aws of statistics.

He observed such changes here too. But he noticed an additional strange hunmi ng of
constant anplitude.

He was thi nking about calling Rhodan's attention to it when the hum suddenly grew to
a roar which caused his head to ache.

At the sane nonent Rhodan junped up

The grey observation screen showed a bright spot. Small and apparently spherical at
first, it soon becane bigger and spread in all directions.

Rhodan stopped the vehicle with a jerk.
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"Sir!" nmoaned Tanaka.

"Yes?"

"I"'mreceiving sonmething. Roaring, rather loud. It's busting ny head!"

"Don't let it get you," growl ed Rhodan. He continued staring at the spot.

He got an idea. He renoved the infrared filter fromthe receiving tube and saw t hat
the spot di sappeared. Then he put the filter back in and the spot becane visible once
nor e.

“Infrared,” murnured Rhodan.

Deri nghouse rotated his scanning antenna.

"I"'mnot getting any reflect," he reported. "But..

A dimflickering spread over the observation screen. The |ight spot remained
i mobile. The new light came froma different source. It was nbst intense in the upper
hal f of the right edge of the screen

It was the place where Deringhouse's antenna was | ocat ed.

"Turn it off!" shouted Rhodan

Wth a quick jab Deringhouse switched off the scanner. The gl owi ng becane weaker and
soon di sappeared al toget her

However, the spot had becone bigger and brighter.

"Your antenna was gl ow ng," said Rhodan, without taking his eyes off the observation
screen.

Deri nghouse gave no answer. It was inpossible for an antenna to glow. But then he
hi msel f had seen the effect on the screen

"I'mgoing after it," said Rhodan with a hoarse voice. "Deringhouse, watch the guide
signal s!"

The notor began to whir and the vehicle started with a jolt. The nysterious |ight
spot cane closer and closer. At |east that appeared to be the case at first. However,
after a certain tine, the spot did not change its size anynore. It seenmed to retreat at
the same rate with which the carrier tried to approach it.

Rhodan drove a few hundred yards and stopped.

"I't's useless," he grunbled in disappointment. "It's | eading us around by the nose.
Maybe it's purpose is to |ead us astray. Deringhouse, what's our direction?"

"Zero-zero-ei ght degrees, sir."

"Any troubl e?"

"Not that | know of."

"Di stance?"

"One mles and a quarter to go, sir."

It took almobst half an hour to traverse this distance.

When he finally i mrersed the vehicle into the sea of nethane, Rhodan felt as though
he had reached a haven. He was diving in with his cunbersonme vehicle in a flourish and
drove it straight to the | ock where Bell had set up a powerful searchlight.

After the gates of the lock had cl osed behind the vehicle and the big punps had
exchanged t he dangerous nethane for breathable air, they knew they had survived the
peril ous journey.

Alittle fatigued, they clanbered out of the vehicle, entered the antigrav el evator
to go up and gratefully stepped into the Conmand Centre within two minutes.

Rhodan stood with his back toward his |isteners. They were Bell, Khrest, Thora and
the two maj ors, Deringhouse and Nyssen.

"I think your electrical thunderstormtheory is excellent, Khrest," said Rhodan
"Al t hough only"-here he turned around on his heel and faced the Arkonide-"for the purpose
of reassuring the crew "

"Qursel ves, we know that these things don't happen accidentally."

"I's that so?" questioned Khrest. "How do we know that?"

Rhodan expl ai ned obligingly. "Tanaka tells us that the spot of l|ight which we
observed in the vehicle enitted hyper-radi ation. Tanaka can differenti ate between
hyper-radi ati on and sinple el ectronmagnetic radi ati on by the manner in which these painful
synptons affect him There is no such thing as an el ectromagneti ¢ beam which enits
hyper-radi ation."

He was pacing back and forth. His listeners followed himwi th attentive eyes.

"Anot her thing," continued Rhodan. "Sonething out there ruined our searchlight. | had
the distinct inpression that the energy was literally sucked out of the fusion-aggregate.
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The line was thereby overl oaded and burned up."

"A few mnutes |later we encountered in the solitude of Gol a gl ow ng being which
emtted infrared rays exactly in the same region of the spectrum as our searchlight.
Besi des..!

"Aren't you a little rash?" interrupted Thora. "d owi ng being! Do you nean to say
that these things are life forns?"

"Wait a minute!" begged Rhodan. "W have sonme nore facts. Deringhouse attenpted to
get this thing into his range finder. It created no reflex on the observation screen but
hi s antenna began to glow. |I'm convinced that we'd have had the sane result as with the
searchlight if Deringhouse hadn't switched off the scanner in tinme."

He stood before his |listeners and | ooked at them one after the other, his hands
cl asped behind his back. Wen he started to talk again, he did so with a harsh and
forceful voice.

"There's only one reasonabl e explanation for all these incidents we've experienced,
fromthe fluctuation in our protective screen shortly before our landing to the gl ow ng
of Deringhouse's range finder antenna. Some thing or sonmebody on this planet has the
capability of absorbing energy of any kind and is nmaking exorbitant use of it."

There was a long silence. Too long for Reginald Bell. Are we supposed to think," he
et |oose, "of this sonmething or sonebody as a living or perhaps intelligent being?"

Rhodan smi | ed.

"This is a problemwith which we'll have to westle. The answer can't be stated in a
few words and it won't nmake it easier to understand.”

"Tanaka has ascertai ned that these beings enit hyper-radi ati on. However, nothing can
emt hyper-radiation unless it belongs, at least partially, to a higher order of space.

"I't would be violating the spirit of scientific clarity to inmagi ne sonethi ng about
these forns. All we knowis that they're here. W can study them when we have the
opportunity and, if we're lucky, we'll eventually be in a position to describe their
exi stence with synbols of Arkonide nmathematics.

"That's all."

"Pl ease go back to your stations. We'll have to examine this nmatter and nake a few
calculations. I'll notify you in case anything of inportance happens.”

Nyssen and Deringhouse got up and left Reginald Bell did not nove. Khrest started to
rise but sank back with a sigh against the bolster. Thora | ooked at Rhodan with big red
eyes.

"You ought to be nore careful,"” she said pensively. "You're talking to your nen about
beings living in a higher order of space. |I'mnot sure whether these people, although
they're majors, are famliar enough with the concepts of hyper-geonetry to know t hat
there's no val ue judgnent expressed by that."

Rhodan nodded.

"That's a good point I'Il keep it in mnd." He smled. "Still, it does state a
val ue," he said softly, as if talking to hinself. "W can achieve a transition, we can
nodul at e hyperwaves and broadcast them But we're at a | oss as how to handl e a being
whose abode is in higher space. Anybody living in space of n dinensions eludes by this
fact alone the grasp of those in (n-one) dinensional space.”

Khrest finally got up.

"So you realize that it's nore sensible to abandon this expedition?”

Rhodan swi vel | ed around.

"No," he said sternly. "I can't see that at all. | doubt very nuch that it's nore
sensi bl e, as you say."

Rhodan | eaned agai nst the backrest of his chair and stretched out his hand.

"It's still the sanme old problem Khrest," he said. "W encounter sonething new It
arouses our curiosity and we try to find out nore about the new di scovery. There are only
two reasons which will force us to give up. Either we'll eventually learn all we want to
know or the venture begins to endanger our lives, or has already taken our lives."

"Neit her one of these cases has occurred. Therefore, we'll keep trying to satisfy our
curiosity."

Khrest gave no answer.

"Have you been abl e to deci pher the notations of the structure sensor?" asked Rhodan
"No, | don't think it can be done."

"Aren't you a little too hasty in your assunption?"

Khrest shrugged his shoul ders.
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"The structure sensor is an instrument which enabl es us to observe warping of the
space continuum the four-dinensional space, mnd you. The effect itself though is of a
hi gher di mensi on whi ch explains the fast propagation velocity.

"Nobody has ever thought about nodul ati ng such an effect-as evidently was done
here-and, accordingly, the structure sensor wasn't built to be a receiver. You can't
receive radar signals with a stovepipe, to give a good exanple."

"Yes, you can," protested Rhodan. "All you have to do is to prepare the stovepipe for
t he purpose.™

Khrest | ooked surprised.

"Are you seriously inplying that the structure sensor.."

"I"'mquite serious," replied Rhodan. "lIndeed, that's what |'m going to do. However,
it will be necessary to work out many equations. Do you want to help me with it?"
"Heaven protect mankind's mathenmatics." | aughed Rhodan cheerfully. "Arkonide math is
so advanced that it's defined hyper-oscillation with such a sinple expression that it
can't be broken down any further. By contrast, Terrestrial nath does it the hard way to
explain this occurrence. First one has to derive the formula and, in the process, one
gets the idea howto apply it in a higher degree."

Khrest nodded agreeably but a little derisively.

"I wish | knew what you nean."

"What is a hyper-oscillation?" asked Rhodan. "Let's be careful. It's produced by
vari able, periodic gravitational reaction. W can create such a variable gravitational
reaction if we use a nicro-accelerator to bonbard high-energy protons in certain
intervals so that their energy produces new particles."

He | eaned over the table on which he had spread out his conputations.

"You know the formalismof your mathematics which defines a particle and converts it
into an antiparticle sinply by rotating the hyperconpl ex system of co-ordi nates?"

Khrest nodded. He began to get the idea and it | eft him speechless.

"Good. Then you know that | have only to couple the conventional nicro-accel erator
with a sinilar accelerator for antiparticles to..

Khrest waved hi s hand.

"WAit a minute!" he exclainmed. "And don't always say 'only.' If you can prove your
theory in practice you'll have revolutionized the entire science of physics."

Rhodan nodded casual | y.

"Maybe so. Al | know so far is that in order to obtain sufficient antiparticles wll
need so nmuch energy that I'll have to di sconnect our protective screens tenporarily."

Nevert hel ess, he took the chance. Tine was of the essence. The structure sensor kept
repeating the same programin regular intervals.

But how |l ong would it be before the patience of the unknown was exhausted? Until now
he had al ways stressed that his candi dates should not spend any nore tinme than assigned
for the solution of a problem

How much tine was allotted now?

Rhodan constructed the mcro-accelerator for antiparticles. He required two
days-Terrestrial time-for it.

During those two days the technical surveillance registered four times that one or
the other of the generators for the protective screen was running dry. This effect never
| asted nore than ten seconds and, being prepared for the situation, they prevented the
Stardust fromsuffering any danmage.

Each tinme after such a period of idling, however, the spot of |ight which-as Rhodan
bel i eved came from a hi gher universe, showed up on the observation screen

On the third day after the start of the project Rhodan wanted to produce his
antiparticles. The micro-accel erator which the hyper-transmitter used, as it were, for an
oscillation track served sinultaneously as a reservoir. Protons injected into a circul ar
track were kept on the same energy | evel for years.

In theory Rhodan woul d only once need a current of antiparticles to keep big new
accel erator operating for years. However, since antiparticles had a great tendency to
conmbine with normal particles and get |ost by radiating away their nass, he would have to
"recharge" the anti-accelerator frequently.

"WII it do us any good?" nuttered Rhodan, reflecting on the experinent.

For nearly an hour Stardust Il was deprived of any protective screen except the one
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which gravity neutralizers produced. The out put was reduced and the ship secured a firnmer
hol d by si nking about one hundred fifty feet deep into the soft ground.

Nonet hel ess, the procedure was critical. The gigantic body of the vessel presented an
expansi ve surface for the attack of the storm Rhodan had ordered all nmen of the crewto
their stations and had given instructions that this experinent should be interrupted any
time the ship was in serious danger

Then he wait ed.

It was an unpl easant suspense. The Stardust, stripped of its protective screen and
too big to be unaffected by the storm was tossed around like a steaner in a hurricane.

But the hour passed w thout any serious damage to the vessel. Only one val uabl e
i nstrunent broke because it had not been secured to its base, disregardi ng Rhodan's
instructions to the contrary.

The second micro-accel erator was in operating condition. Rhodan and Khrest installed
it in the structure sensor and knew that the new oscillation track coupled with the old
one was capabl e of receiving circular, polarized gravity radiation as well as
transmtting it They had thereby boosted the effectiveness of the operation one di nension

hi gher.
"What time is the next transm ssion due?" asked Rhodan.
Bel | | ooked at the cl ock

“In fourteen mnutes."”

Rhodan sank into a chair and waited.

"Two nore mnutes,"” said Bell.

Rhodan got up and went to the structure sensor. He smiled oddly at Khrest.

"You can laugh all you want if it doesn't work," Rhodan sai d.

"One minute to go," interrupted Bell inpatiently.

The hatch roll ed open and Thora canme in. Wthout uttering a word she sat down beside
Khrest and waited, too.

"It should cone now," decl ared Rhodan

And cone it did.

A point of light flashed on the screen of the oscillograph, wandered around and, for
a fraction of a second, gave the inpression of getting lost in the neaningless pattern
which it had already drawn a hundred tines.

But then, as though it had changed its intentions, it began to forma sine wave and
ran across the screen. It flickered once, twice and then it stopped. The nodul ati on was
clearly visible in the fine, uneven nodul es of the curve.

The si xteen seconds had passed in a flash. The screen went dark. Rhodan stared at it
as if he did not believe his eyes. Khrest got up shakily and turned to Rhodan.

"I"'mnot one to bandy around fancy words," he said earnestly, "but..

"Later," Rhodan interrupted al nost rudely. It frightened Khrest to see how suddenly
Rhodan's activity devel oped with renewed, expl osive force.

"BellI! Ask Tanaka Sei ko to cone here imediately. Khrest, please help nme. W want to
play this transcript for Tanaka."

The structure sensor was switched over. Tanaka canme in and watched in astoni shrent
Rhodan was feeding the tape just now recorded back into the structure sensor and induced
it to transnmt again what it had received earlier

"Li sten, Tanaka!" Rhodan denanded. "Tell me if you can hear anything!"

He turned the set on. There could be no doubt for even a second that Tanaka was
receiving sonething. He |l eaned forward in his characteristic, rigid posture and gave the
i mpression of falling out of his chair at any nonent.

After sixteen seconds had passed, he renmined notionless for a while. A few mnutes
| ater he sank back in his chair, took a deep breath and | ooked around with anmazenent.

"I understood it very clearly, sir," he said finally. "Never before has it been so
easy to deci pher a nessage as this one."

"What did it say?"

" '"Even though you have perceived this, you nust follow the way to the mountain. Only
there is the light hidden. Do not wait |ong. The m ghty ones of'-here foll ows a nane,
sir. As you know, | can't receive nanes but | know it neant the planet on which we are,
nanel y-'the mghty ones of Gol will overpower you if you hesitate too |ong. Do not cone
wi t hout the higher know edge!' "

“Is that all?"

"Yes, sir, that was all."
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"Thank you, Tanaka; you may |eave."

4 THE VALLEY OF THE PHANTOVB

"I F ONE considers that this nessage was being beanmed for quite a nunber of days already,
one is left to believe that we should hurry up," said Rhodan gravely.

Khrest shook his head.

"Speaking frankly, it makes nme feel very unconfortable. What, for instance, does it
nmean: 'The mighty ones of Gol will overpower you if you hesitate too long.' "

Rhodan shrugged his shoul ders.

"I have no idea. W'll find out, though."

"And what is the higher know edge?" asked Thora.

"Wt tried to guess this once before, didn't we? It could be that he's referring to
par apsychol ogi cal powers, as we call it."

Rhodan had three of the caterpillars at his disposal such as he had used on his first
trip. He did not hesitate to enploy all three of them sinultaneously.

He chose not to install any additional protective screen generators since they would
have taken up even nore roomthan the gravitation neutralizers. Instead he insisted that
each vehicle be arned. Therefore, each vehicle was provided with a nedi um heavy
di sintegrator, a neutron beaner and the usual therno-inpul se weapons. Furthernore, a
novabl e catapult was nounted in each of the vehicles. At first nobody knew what purpose
they were to serve.

Twenty contai ners with heavy-gauge netal walls were | oaded into each vehicle,
apparently to be used with the catapults. The technician stated that they contained
liquid oxygen and ignition fuses and fromthen on everybody was aware of the application

Oxygen and nethane nixed in the right proportions formed an expl osi ve conbi nation
Anybody forced to defend hinself against a foe on a nethane planet could not do anything
cheaper than inject an adequate portion of oxygen into the atnosphere and ignite the
nm xture at the right nonent.

Composition of the crew presented a probl em Rhodan decided, contrary to his previous
obj ections, to give the command of the second carrier to Bell. As far as the third one
was concerned, he had a very definite notion. A though he was conmander of the Stardust
he preferred in this case not to give an order but to express his w sh.

He addressed Khrest: "I'd like to ask you if you could overcone your reluctance to
take part in this expedition and assunme comand of the third vehicle."

Khrest | ooked astonished. He twisted his face into a sad smle.

"Thank you for your tactful ness, Rhodan," he answered. "You neant to say fear instead
of reluctance, didn't you? Well, I'll come along."

Khrest cl apped his hands in human fashion and exclainmed: "O all people you had to
pi ck the nost harnl ess Arkonide to prove to your nen that Arkonides are not conpletely
wort hl ess. ™

They bot h | aughed.

"Each vehicle will be occupied by two nmutants and one officer," decl ared Rhodan
"I'"lIl give you Tama Yokida, the telekinetic nutant; Ishy Matsu, the tel epath; and Captain
Klein."

Bell drove with Betty Toufry, Ralf Marten and Maj or Nyssen.

Rhodan had his old crew and, in addition, the tel ekinetic Anne Sl oane.

Thora took over command of the Stardust.

After Rhodan's antiparticle experinment Stardust |l had been rai sed again and
returned to its nornal position. The three vehicles left the bottoml ock wthout any
troubl e and nade their way through the now sonewhat shall ower nethane | ake toward the
sout hern shore.

The communi cati on between the three vehicles, and with the vessel as well, functioned
perfectly. At least the start of the expedition was under a good onen and Rhodan thanked
his |ucky star.

The troubl es began in front of the nountain wall where the infrared searchlight had
given up its ghost on Rhodan's first trip.
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Rhodan's vehicle was first in |ine. Rhodan had no intention of circunventing the
barrier in a great detour. The terrain was treacherous and each additional yard neant
nor e danger.

Deri nghouse was stationed at the catapult.

"Bonb ready for ejection!"

Rhodan war ned the ot her vehicles.

"Ready! Fire!"
The canister was visible in the cone of the searchlight, wobbling awkwardly as it was
hurled fromthe catapult. It was still inside the gravity neutralization field and

foll owed the sane trajectory as it would have done on Earth.

Rhodan had i ncreased the energy of the field and extended it close to the nountain
barrier. The cani ster descended in free flight toward the ground and passed through the
rimof the field.

It | ooked as if sonmebody had stopped it in nmdflight It dropped to the ground too
qui ckly for the eyes to follow and burst under the trenendous force of the inpact. Tiny
dropl ets of oxygen nmixed with the nmethane of the atnosphere and as Rhodan ignited it the
observation screen was filled by a single, painfully bright stroke of |ightning.

There was a powerful pressure wave whi ch shook up the vehicle.

The bonb had torn a gap in the wall; there was no doubt about it. A deep crack ran
fromthe ground to the ridge of the nmassive nmountain wall

But, on the other hand, there was al so no doubt that the crack was too narrow for the
vehi cl es.

" Second bonb!" ordered Rhodan.

Deri nghouse shoved t he second canister into the catapult.

Rhodan took the m ke

"Attention! W're going to blast it a second tine!"

Deri nghouse signalled with a nod.

"Fire!"

The cani ster took off shakily, rose to the apex and descended again to the outer
limts of the field.

"Look there, sir!" shouted Deringhouse.

Rhodan saw it, too.

A small, glow ng sphere floated at the bottomof the mountain wall, just above where
the canister was going to hit after leaving the field.

Rhodan wat ched the cani ster pass the border of the field and drop suddenly. He
narrowed his eyes in expectation of the glaring explosion which had to follow But
not hi ng happened!

There was sonme kind of will-o0' -the-wisp, not the slightest trace of destruction in
the mountain. Flickering, a white light spread out-a slowy burning fire!

It did not go out. It formed a sphere with about a fifteen foot diameter which
glittered and floated in front of the wall.

"The small sphere is gone, sir," reported Deringhouse breathlessly.

The di aneter of the small sphere had neasured no nore than twenty inches.

Rhodan shook his head. "No," he replied. "Were it is!"

He pointed to the fifteen foot sphere.

Deri nghouse stared at him unbelieving.

"But that's inpossible, sir!"

"No tinme for discussions. Get the disintegrator!"”

Deri nghouse turned the heavy weapon around.

"Fire at the wall!" ordered Rhodan. "But shoot to m ss the sphere!”

Deri nghouse obeyed.

After ten seconds of shooting the crack in the wall was w de enough to | et at |east
two cars go through side by side. Deringhouse, noving mechanically, turned back the
disintegrator to its rest position. He stared with big frightened eyes at the glittering
bal | which perforned sone kind of a dance in front of the wall about thirty feet to the
ri ght of the opening.

"Forward at top speed!" barked Rhodan into the tel ecom "Khrest, cone al ongside. The
gap is big enough for two cars. Bell, watch the sphere but don't try any experinments!”

Khrest reacted with satisfactory speed. Side by side the two vehicles spurted
forward, reached the gap and di sappeared inside. Bell followed closely.

Rhodan breathed a sigh of relief when he saw that the disintegrator had penetrated
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the full depth of the wall.

The sight beyond the nountain barrier was encouraging. A fairly snmooth plain
stretched before the caterpillar as far as the searchlight reached. There were hills to
the left and right and steep nountain peaks rose high up into the sky in the background.
But the high valley in between was so wide that an entire conpany of vehicles could drive
abreast through it in confort.

Bell's car was the last to | eave the gap, and in a hurry. Rhodan swept the terrain
with the searchlight. There was nothing to be seen except the other two vehicles and the
rocky desol ation of Gol. No hint of any danger whatsoever

"Al'l right," growl ed Rhodan with satisfaction. "Let's go!"

According to the reports fromthe range finder the nountain for which they searched
was at a distance of one hundred thirty mles fromthe ship. Considering that this was
neasured in a straight line and that the vehicles were not always able to proceed
directly, they could assune with sufficient accuracy that it would take at |east eight
hours to reach the nountain.

Ei ght hours in the nei ghbourhood of glow ng balls which |oved, so to speak, powerful
nmet hane- oxygen expl osions |ike dessert and used the energy of these explosions to
i ncrease their vol une.

Khrest seened to ponder the same thought.

"Did you observe the sphere?" he inquired fromhis vehicle.

"OF course," answered Rhodan.

"What do you think of it?"

"Very sinple. The first explosion had hired it. Wen it cane, it had a dianeter of
perhaps twenty inches and, evidently, a ravenous appetite.”

"An appetite?"

"Yes. It put itself exactly in the flight curve of the second oxygen cani ster and
devoured the energy of the explosion. It seened to veritably thrive on the diet since it
grew suddenly to a tenfold dianeter."

"Do you really believe that this is what happened?" asked Khrest sceptically.

"I don't believe it," Rhodan replied. "I've seen it!"

Deri nghouse tapped Rhodan on the shoul der

"I don't know if | should bother you with it, sir," said Deringhouse cautiously and
poi nted to the observation screen, "but the ball is here again."

Fromthen on, it never left them It junped up and down behind the vehicles and | ost
about twenty percent of its volunme within three hours.

It was a weird and nysterious apparition

"I can't help it," remarked Bell as the three vehicles rounded a curve on the steep
sl ope of the mountain. "This thing nakes ne nervous. Can't we do sonething about it?"

"What woul d you suggest?" asked Rhodan.

"Shoot at it, for example."

To the surprise of everybody who listened in on the conversation, Rhodan said
quietly: "Ckay. Colum halt. Conmander Bell will try his luck."

The vehicles stopped with notors running, and they all watched the novenent on top of
the last car as Bell swung his weapon around.

Bell's voice could be heard. "Ready, Nyssen?"

"Ready. "

The mi ghty beam fromthe powerful weapon could be clearly seen from Rhodan's vehicle.

Nyssen's shot hit the sphere dead centre. Even on the infrared observation screen
which nornally showed only black and white, it was obvious that the sphere changed
colours. Bell took this to nean success of his action and shouted triunphantly.

But then he gul ped. The ball, far frombeing i npressed by the disintegrator's inpact,
began to swell. It had regained its original colour and grew rapidly.

The eyes of the people in the carriers were riveted to the visiscreens.

Bell's groaning canme distinctly over the tel ecom Everybody seened to be speechl ess.

Rhodan was the only one who had foreseen this result.

"Forward!" ordered Rhodan curtly. "Nobody will pay any nore attention to that thing.
It's not hurting us and there is, therefore, no reason to let it worry us."

Hi s conmand made them all snap out of their brooding.

Tanaka Sei ko conpl ai ned about a headache.

"Si nce when?" inquired Rhodan.

"Since the shot," answered Tanaka, npani ng.
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Rhodan nodded. The sphere emitted hyper-radiation which either partially or in al
its phases affected Tanaka's brain. Since the sphere had soaked up the total energy of
the disintegrator shot its radiation evidently had become strong enough to cause the
Japanese a headache. This was obvious and in no sense puzzli ng.

What Rhodan found interesting, however, was that Tanaka on his first trip had al nost
fainted under the effect of the radiation froma nuch snmaller ball. There seened to be,
therefore, at least two types of such balls and they differed fromeach other in their
energy-or the dinension-of their radiation enission.

The vehicles started their advance again and neared the end of the upper valley which
had al |l owed them so unexpectedly to proceed quickly and w thout obstacl es.

At the end of the valley the big effort began which diverted their attention fromthe
gl owi ng sphere for hours. Rhodan had to nake a choi ce between a detour which woul d take
them far afield and cost themat |east twenty additional hours or clinb up extrenely
steep sl opes which the vehicles mght not be able to manage. He had no way of knowi ng
t hi s beforehand.

In spite of this uncertainty he decided to do the latter, largely al so because he
had, just before naking his decision, received Thora's nessage fromthe Stardust:

"Five of our protective screen generators failed for alnpbst ten minutes. At the
nonent we are observing numerous bodies of light noving around in the vicinity of the
ship."

Her concern about the ship could be heard in her voice. Rhodan had requested her to
keep himinformed about any change in the situation. He had no doubt anynore that it was
possi bl e for these energy bodies to soak up the energy of the protective screen and
thereby to exhaust the generators.

He kept his three vehicles close together and started to clinb. The wall which
towered before themwas too high, and the searchlight could not reach up to the ridge.
Rhodan bel i eved, however, that-judging fromthe angle forned between two adj acent
nount ai n sl opes-it was safe to conclude that the obstacle did not exceed a hei ght of
forty-five hundred feet.

The crew aboard the carriers had nixed feelings. Tanaka Sei ko was still suffering
froma splitting headache because the huge sphere kept follow ng the vehicle doggedly.
Rhodan had retreated into the cold and determ ned toughness which was at the core of his
personality in such critical situations. Reginald Bell and Mjor Deringhouse vied with
himin this toughness but enbellished it with a certain show of flippancy and a
devil -may-care attitude. Khrest had not uttered a word in the last few hours. He seened
convinced that they were on a straight path to hell and so apparently was Anne Sl oane,
who was squatting apathetically on the floor of Rhodan's car with a vacant | ook and
showing little interest.

Maj or Nyssen was a strange nman. Rhodan had never known this aspect of his qualities.
Nyssen, who outwardly so nuch resenbl ed Reginald Bell, had devel oped during the |last few
hours a certain fanatical urge-without |losing his sense of reality or overestimating the
limting circunmstances of this expedition-to subdue the energy bodies which seened to
constitute the greatest danger to the Stardust, not expecting those threatening fromthe
adver se atnospherical and gravitational conditions on Gol.

Nyssen was conducting regul ar di scussions with Rhodan over the telecomand his résungé
was as foll ows:

"W won't be able to control themw th our heavy weapons, sir. They eat energy as
peopl e eat cake. We'll have to invent sonething entirely new or find a form of energy
which is detrinmental to them"”

Rhodan agreed with him

"A pass, sir!" shouted Deringhouse enthusiastically all of a sudden. "A pass!”

During the last two hours the vehicles had clinbed about twenty-four hundred feet.
The crossing had been very difficult. There was nothing one could call a road by any
stretch of the inagination

But here, at a height of twenty-four hundred feet, a pass appeared in the formof a
narrow crevi ce which penetrated the nountain wall al nost exactly in a southern direction
It was heaven sent, they thought. Rhodan rushed in with his vehicle. Khrest followed him
endeavouring anxiously not to fall behind nore than fifty or seventy-five feet-with Bel
at the tail end, renarking:

"Now | 'd like to see whether that one hundred fifty foot nonster will squeeze through
behi nd us!"
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He was referring to the energy sphere and if he believed that the bottleneck woul d
prevent the sphere from pursuing them he was very quickly disillusioned.

The sphere stretched out into a formwhich could not yet even be described in
geonetric terns. In any case, it was nore than five hundred feet high and very thin and
slender. In this fashion the former sphere danced through the pass |ike a
will-o'-the-w sp.

After a few hundred yards in a straight course the pass began to w nd. Rhodan reduced
his speed and followed the sharp curves, worrying all the tinme that the pass mnight becone
so narrow as to nake it inpossible for themto go on. In that case they would have to
return backward since the crevice left no room for turning around.

However, nothing of the sort happened. The fissure continued at a constant w dth
through the nountain. Then it ended unexpectedly out in the open at the south wall on an
al nost vertical precipice.

Rhodan stopped the vehicle. He rotated the searchlight and studied the picture on the
observation screen

"Not hi ng!" grunbl ed Deringhouse, who was | ooki ng over Rhodan's shoul der. "But we can
nove another six feet forward, sir."

Rhodan nodded. He cautiously pulled the car up and the front end noved out of the
gap' s openi ng.

The field of sight was i nmedi ately w dened.

The first thing Rhodan saw was a rocky | edge which was | eading fromthe exit of the
pass, descending slightly along the nountain wall fromeast to west. |If he steered
carefully he would be able to turn the vehicle onto the | edge and drive down.

Down? \Where to?

Rhodan poi nted the searchlight toward the south. He painted a white beamof light in
the darkness as far as the powerful searchlight could reach w thout revealing any details
of the terrain.

"A valley basin," said Rhodan, "too deep to recognize anything fromup here."

"Woul d you mind switching off the searchlight for a mnute, sir? asked Deringhouse."

Rhodan | ooked at hi m puzzl ed.

"OF course not. What's the nystery?"

He turned off the searchlight.

A second later, after the intensive infrared |ight had di sappeared fromthe screen
Rhodan saw what Deri nghouse was after

A vast nultitude of pale and eerie glowing fornms were now popul ati ng the observation
screen. Bodies of light, nunbering in the thousands and in at |east that nany different
shapes. Only Deringhouse's sharp eyes were able to make themout in the brightness of the
searchl i ght.

"The Val l ey of the Phantons!" nurnmured Deringhouse.

Hi s voice was derisive, but not derisive enough to hide the fact of how nuch he was
di stressed by the inpression.

"What's the nmatter?" cane Bell's voice fromthe |ast vehicle. "Wy don't we go on?
Where's the Vall ey of the Phantons?"

"Ri ght here!" answered Rhodan. "Directly in front of us. Watch out when you turn
around at the spot where ny car is standing now. Let's go on!"

The | edge turned out to be a very suitable road for the cars, as though sonebody who
knew they were coning on an expedition had laid it out for themand their three vehicles.

While driving on the | edge Rhodan used his searchlights to illunminate the way ahead
and | ost sight of the wavering, glow ng bodies. But he had not forgotten about them The
bi g questi on was whether the peculiar phenonmena would renmai n as peaceful when the three
| onely vehicles encountered themin such overwhel ni ng nunbers as the one that was danci ng
behind themin its hyper-geonetric shape.

The nountain wall curved around. The direction becane southeast for a while and
turned again exactly south. According to Rhodan's cal cul ati ons the nountai n peak which
was their goal could be no farther than fifty nmiles away.

When the | edge had descended the twenty-four hundred feet which they had clinbed up
on the other side of the nountain, it becane wider and finally nerged into the |evel
fl oor of the valley.

Rhodan stopped his vehicle as soon as he was far enough ahead to allow the other two
vehicles to get off the | edge.

He turned his searchlight off again. But the lights fromthe other vehicles threw off
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too much glare. He asked Khrest and Bell to switch themoff too, which they did.

And then they saw on all three observation screens a strange and awesone picture.

The huge valley was filled with bodies of light. There was a whole arny of them

They formed a front about twelve hundred feet south of the three vehicles.

The basin before themwas the only way they could proceed farther south. Rhodan was
convi nced that the nmountain bordering the basin in the south was the one for which they
wer e | ooki ng.

The vehicles had to push through between the gl owi ng bodies. So far they had not
proved to be hostile except in the case where they | atched onto the protective screen of
Stardust |1. But until now they had appeared only alone or in snmall quantities. There was
no way of predicting how thousands of them would behave.

Rhodan conferred for sone time with the drivers of the other two vehicles.

Bell's answer was straightforward: "W've got to break through! The sooner the
better."

Khrest made his decision and told Rhodan: "I leave it to you, Rhodan. I'Il follow
your instructions."”

Rhodan deci ded to break through. However, he attenpted to set up some rear guard for
his expedition. Since Tanaka was out of action because of his headache, he told
Deri nghouse to call the Stardust and give Thora a report about their situation

Deri nghouse gave the call signal and waited for response. But he got no answer. He
tried again but had no nore |uck than before.

Rhodan contacted the other two vehicles. They had received Deri nghouse's cal
correctly.

There was nothing wong with the transmitter.

But the Stardust did not reply!

5 ENCOUNTER W TH THE GHOSTS

THORA HAD WATCHED t he vehi cl es ascendi ng the northern nountain slope and goi ng through
the pass as best she could with the inperfect comuni cati on setup. None but the nost
vital equi pnent had been installed in the vehicles. Communication by television, for

i nstance, had been consi dered superfluous and was, therefore, elimnated. Every square
i nch of space and each ounce of weight had been utilized. Rhodan had regarded it an
unnecessary luxury to look into each other's eyes while tal ki ng together.

Thora hel d her breath when Rhodan drove out to the narrow | edge and she becanme very
jittery when Khrest followed him She breathed a deep sigh of relief when the pass opened
up before the vehicles and the perilous ride came to an end.

She vicariously shared the trip through the pass while listening to Reginald Bell's
remar ks and heard Deringhouse nmention the Valley of the Phantons.

That was the | ast she heard. The next nonent things began to happen to the Stardust
whi ch made themthink that the world had cone to an end for them had it not been for a
| ast saving grace.

Thora was so engrossed in the tel ecom conversati on between the three vehicles that
she was unable to deternine i nediately upon hearing the first howing of the alarm
sirens which sector of the ship had been endangered. She junped up, regarded the contro
panel with frightened eyes and felt panic rising up in her when she could not find the
energency signal

"Al'l neutralizing machines running idle!" shouted a voice fromthe tel ecom above the
din of the sirens.

The engi neer sounded irritated and inpatient. He was used to Rhodan's lightning fast
reactions, not to the slow and pani cky functioning of an Arkoni de brain.

"What can we do?" Thora inquired hastily.

Then she renenbered that the man did not understand her | anguage. She repeated her
guestion in English

"That's what | wanted you to tell me!" screaned the engi neer, who was so distraught
over the failure of the generators that he neglected to show the customary respect

"What's the nmatter with the protective screen?"

"Its still intact. The gravity neutralization field is conpletely gone; but | can
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hold the ship with the engines."

The sirens had stopped howing. Sonme of Thora's tension subsided as silence returned.

"Keep holding the ship!" Thora ordered. "I'Il try to find out what's going on out
there."

The engi neer signed off and Thora called the range finder officer.

"Can you see anything?"

"No. The observation screen turned conpletely black." Thora switched on the big
all -around screen in the Control Centre. Wereas it had before shown a honpbgeneous grey,
it now showed an equal |l y honbgeneous deep bl ack voi d.

The Arkoni de woman went hastily to the receiver where she had heard the conversations
between the three vehicles only a few ninutes ago. She had not turned it off. But it was
dead and did not even make the usual slight background noi se.

Thora began to understand that sonethi ng was happeni ng whi ch she had never before
experienced. She w shed Perry Rhodan were back to give her sone advice and she cursed him
at the same tine because he had dared to | eave her alone with the giant ship in this
nonstrous worl d.

Sonmebody has got to get out there, was her first thought. W have to find out what's
goi ng on outsi de.

Her second thought was that nobody would be willing to venture out and she coul d not
bl anme anyone.

What di d Rhodan al ways say? Don't ask any questions-give orders!

How easy it would have been for her a few years ago when she first met human bei ngs
and considered thema race of foolish savages! But now?

The tel ecom cli cked.

"I't's swarnming with lights out there, ma'am"

The face of Wiriu Sengu, the "seer," appeared on the small visiscreen.

Thor a nodded.

She recall ed the experience Reginald Bell had a few hours earlier, bonbarding these
phantons with his disintegrator. There were a nunber of different weapons at hand on the
Stardust. Perhaps one of them would be usef ul

"Conme to the Command Centre, Sengu!" Thora ordered the Japanese.

Sengu nodded and di sconnected the line.

Thora instructed the Wapon Control Section to get ready to fire the inpul se beaner
and neutron nissiles. The all clear cane as Sengu entered the Command Centre.

"You can easily trace the trajectory of a therno-inpul se beaner," Thora advi sed
Sengu. "The battle station will open fire in a few seconds. |'d like to know what effect
it will have."

Wiriu took his position. He stared at a spot he had selected on the wall of the room
Sonmebody who did not know him and was not aware that the Japanese had the faculty to

i nfluence the crystalline structure of matter by the strength of his will al one so that
it becanme transparent for him would have thought that he was pondering a serious
probl em

"Firel!"™ comuanded Thor a.

She wat ched Sengu.

He kept staring at the wall for several nminutes. Thora saw his forehead break out in
a sweat. She wanted to query himbut she knew it was useless to interrupt his
concentrated attention

Suddenly he sl unped forward.

"Stop it!" he gasped.

"At once!"

"Hold fire!" Thora responded.

Sengu flung hinself on a chair. He was breathing so hard and fast that it took a
while until he could utter a word.

"They swal | ow ...everything. The thernp-rays are piercing their bodies but don't go
through. The gl owi ng becones nore intensive and they're growing in size. It |ooks as
t hough they' re consuning the energy of the shots.”

Sengu was unaware that Thora knew about the sinilar experinment Bell had conducted a
few hours ago.

She was thinki ng about nmaking a second attenpt with the neutron missiles. Neutrons
were corpuscles, not energy in the sense of...

"Watch out!" shouted Sengu. "They're com ng!"
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Thora felt m serable and hel pl ess.

"What are they doi ng?" she asked breathl essly.

One nore nmonent and she knew.

A mghty jolt shook the ship. Thora fell to the floor and when she tried to get up
again after the initial shock she felt that her weight had increased threefold.

Sengu sank deeper in the chair and kept |ooking through the wall.

"They're real close now," he panted. "They're sitting on the outer hull."

A voi ce shouted fromthe tel ecom

"Engi ne power down to seventy percent. Strength of neutralization field on board
greatly reduced."

It was the engineer again and this time his voice sounded nore frightened than
i mpatient.

Thora struggled to get up and dragged herself to the nmike.

"Try to start!" she breathed.

It was as if the gravity had forced her body into a tight straitjacket. It was
difficult for her to breathe.

"If you take the responsibility, ma'am" answered the engineer.

Li ghts began to flicker all over the control panel as the engi neer took over the
steering of the ship in the technical departnment. Thora watched the lights as if she had
never seen them before and waited for the reassuring green of the starting signal

Finally it came. One second, two seconds, three seconds-it was shining brightly on
the panel. Then it went out and the ship had not noved.

Thora noaned inarticul ately, shaken by fear.

"We've lost all power!" reported the engineer. The realization of his inability to do
anyt hing about it had apparently restored his calm

Wiriu Sengu uttered a nuffled groan.

"They' ve becone gigantic, gigantic..

"But we have to do sonething!" cried Thora.

She took a step toward Sengu

Somet hi ng happened at this nonent. She was pulled forward and tunbled to the floor
for the second tinme within a few m nutes.

She had fallen very hard and was dizzy. Lifting herself up, she glanced at Sengu; She
felt no nore pain when she turned her neck. Thora rose and noticed that the heavy wei ght
had |ifted fromher and her body felt nornmal again.

The Japanese smnil ed.

"They're gone," he said quietly. "They vanished all of a sudden."

Thora | ooked around as if trying to find the reason for this mracle in the Command
Centre

Her gaze lingered on the oscill ograph screen of the structure sensor. It showed the
brightly shining, nodulated sine waves of the nessage fromthe unknown bei ng for whose
sake Rhodan had risked this daring journey.

She | ooked nmechanically at the clock

The transm ssion was on time as usual .

Rhodan had just made up his mind to abandon the expedition and return to the Stardust
when the vessel contacted himagain. He had started the car and was about to steer it
back in a | oop when Deringhouse yelled behind him

"They're back again, sir!"

"Cal I i ng Rhodan. Stardust calling Commander Rhodan!" sounded the tel ecom

It was Thora. Rhodan coul d not renenber when her voice sounded so neek. |npatiently
he grabbed the m crophone.

"Rhodan speaki ng. What was the natter with you?" The noi se which preceded her answer
coul d have been a sigh of relief or an atnospheric disturbance.

"W were attacked," Thora said, then gave a sonewhat confused but detail ed report of
the events during the precedi ng m nutes.

Rhodan i nterrupted her when he had understood her story.

"Can you start?" he asked.

"Yes, we can now. "

"Take of f and stay at a safe altitude, let's say a thousand miles up, until you get
ny next nessage. | don't believe that these lights venture out that far."

"Al'l right. But what's the purpose?”

"We've come here to a valley and as soon as we can find out what kind of conpany
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these assenbl ed phantons make | want you to land the Stardust in this basin. I'll give
you the co-ordinates."

Thora seened depressed but Rhodan paid no attention.

"Keep in touch with us at all tines," he advised her. Rhodan had his own ideas about
the incident to which the Stardust had al nost fallen victimby a hairbreadth. There was
no reasonabl e explanation as to why the |ight bodies had suddenly retreated fromthe
ship, unless there was a connection between their retreat and the sinmultaneous arrival of
the unknown's nessage.

Was there a possible relationshi p? Was the form of energy which the unknown used to
send his nessages the sane that Major Nyssen had tried to discover for hours?

Khrest call ed.

"Rhodan, do you really want to go through under these circunstances?"

"You bet | do," Rhodan assured him "W've practically no protective field around us,
not hing therefore to whet the appetite of these lights."

He trusted that no one called his bluff. The gl owi ng bodi es had even swal | owed t he
| ow energy of the infrared searchlight beam and one coul d expect that they would be very
much interested in the powerful gravity neutralization field.

But Rhodan had an inspiration.

"Colum, forward!" he ordered sharply.

Hi s vehicle was again | eading the pack. They approached al nost |eisurely the front of
the lights which were dancing around by the thousands in the dark vall ey.

Rhodan swi tched off the searchlight. He could find his way by the Iight of the
| um nous bodi es.

"What's the ball behind us doing?" he asked Bell.

"It keeps on doing the sane thing all the tine," answered Bell. "Dancing and
rocki ng."

"You didn't notice anything different?"

n N)' n

Then the vehicles reached the forefront of the |um nous bodies and fromthat nonent
on Rhodan had no time to think about any problens other than those which he was presently
faci ng.

At first the lights took no notice of the vehicles. They were separated far enough so
that the heavy vehicles could easily pass through between them

"What do you know! " exclainmed. Bell, surprised. "They're not so bad after all."

Rhodan rotated the antenna of the optical screen. In the neantine they had advanced
so deeply inside the front that they could no | onger see any open terrain.

Before them at their sides and behind them everywhere the lighted veils of the
i ncredi bl e energy bodi es were swayi ng.

Rhodan gnashed his teeth.

He | ooked at his watch. Ten mi nutes had passed.

He knew that his luck was bound to run out and that he could not drive through this
mass much | onger without getting into trouble. The end had to conme sone tine; but when?

Fi fteen m nutes.

"Can you see the end of it?" asked Bell

"No, not yet."

After twenty mnutes the viewin front of the vehicles still |ooked the sanme as when
they had passed through the first row of the gl ow ng ghosts.

The basin stretched wide and far in all directions and the entire valley floor seened
to be occupied by the | uni nous bodies.

Rhodan asked hi nsel f why the phantons had specifically chosen this place to assenble
and none other. Was sonething here which attracted them particularly? O could they
have-1ike other intelligent beings-devel oped certain habits so that they always nmet in
the same | ocation?

Twenty-five mnutes.

Rhodan had not driven very fast. Even nore inportant than passing through this swarm
of glowing veils and shreds was an experinment which he wanted to conduct. He intended to
try it first of all and jeopardize his nmen by this experinent.

Thirty m nutes.

Since the begi nning of the experinent the vehicles had travell ed about twelve mles.
They coul d have driven nmuch faster on the fairly snooth ground.
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It started in the thirty-second m nute.

Rhodan noticed, to begin with, that the |um nous veils were not standing as far apart
as before. He had to turn the steering wheel very hard to pass between them wi t hout
col l'i di ng.

"Al'l weapons ready to fire!" ordered Rhodan.

He coul d hear Khrest gasping for air.

"What do you want to shoot? Not these energy bodies?"

"You'll see. Everybody, please listen: we'll concentrate the fire fromall our
weapons-except the oxygen canisters for the tinme being-on a point even with Khrest's
vehicl e and six hundred feet west of the line of our colum.

“"I'"ll give the order to fire. Nobody shoots ahead of tine."

He did not mean to act very nysteriously but there was no nore time for |ong
speeches. The lights had al nost cl osed ranks and Rhodan coul d picture what was going to
happen in a few nonents.

Tanaka Sei ko fainted. H's mnd could no |longer withstand the strain.

Rhodan had no choice left. The front before himwas closed and if he wanted to drive
on he had to go through the curtain of light which the phantons forned ahead of them

He did not hesitate. He was of the opinion that the real substance of the energy
bodi es existed in hyperspace and that the |light that emanated fromthem woul d not harm
the vehicles by itself.

"Anne, operate the generators!”

Rhodan had to repeat his command in order to nmake her snap out of her brooding.

"Don't be afraid, baby!" he sniled when he saw how pal e her face was.

Then it happened.

There was a jerk and the vehicle stopped. Not because the vehicle was bl ocked by
somet hi ng but because the engi ne no | onger had enough power to nove the car.

"Anne, give it nore!" panted Rhodan.

He had thought that the effect would be sonewhat weaker. He knew that the |ight
bodi es had begun to satisfy their appetites with the neutralizing field of the vehicles.

They did it with surprising voracity. Fromone second to the next the gravity inside
the vehicle grew to dizzying val ues.

Nine Gs in his estimation

He thought of Khrest and his Arkonide body that was no | onger able to cope with the
strain.

Hi s hand, heavy as |ead, reached for the nicrophone and he called: "Fire all guns!"

Deri nghouse pulled the | evers. The m ghty high energy beam of the disintegrator
cannon made the body of the car vibrate for a few seconds. The neutron ray gun went off
with a singing sound and the therno-inpul se weapon conpleted the concert with a deep
nuf f I ed droni ng.

Rhodan saw on the observation screen that the other vehicles had reacted just as
quickly. dittering energy rays cut through the nultitude of dancing |lights and crossed
at the target point in the distance.

The effect which Rhodan had anti ci pated, however, did not take place for a while.

It seenmed an endless time that the pressure, which made breathing very difficult,
hel d the occupants of the vehicle captive. Actually, it lasted only a few m nutes as
Rhodan wat ched t he cl ock

Then the pressure began to di nmnish.

At the sane tinme the hitherto closed front of the |um nous bodies before Rhodan's car
began to break up. For the first time a gap opened up and Rhodan coul d be heard shouting
i n undi sgui sed triunph

"Let's go on! Full speed ahead!"

The vehicles runmbled on. They had not yet regained their original weight. As yet a
few of the phantons had not recogni zed that sone place el se-six hundred feet to the
west -t here was nuch richer fare for their hunger than the weak neutralizing fields could
of fer.

But with every passing second the vehicle becane lighter till it finally roared away
at top speed. The light bodies concentrated at another spot. Even though the focal point
of the conmbi ned weapons, the small expedition kept firing, noved as fast as the vehicles
thensel ves, the lights-given the choice of two noving sources of energy-seened to prefer
to still their hunger with the stronger one.

Forty-one mnutes after the three vehicles had ventured between the phantons they
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reached the line at the other end. Suddenly it was dark and grey again before their eyes
and Rhodan had to turn the antenna of the observation screen al nost 180° around to get a
glinpse of the |light bodies.

"We got through!" Reginald Bell called jubilantly over the tel ecom

Rhodan grinned hearing the wild joy in Bell's cry. The successful experinent filled
himwith a great sense of relief.

The | um nous bodies were creations of a world of a higher order. Sinply human
bei ngs-whose brains were so small that they were incapable of grasping fundanenta
four -di nensi onal problenms and whose clunsy bodies emitted no other radiation than the
infrared of their |ow body tenperature-nere nortals had managed to outsmart these
products of another world.

The light bodies made no attenpt to pursue the vehicles. Rhodan instructed the other
cars to continue the fire for the tinme being, but to shift the focus of the beans farther
nort h.

The gl owi ng shreds of veil gathered there, gorged thensel ves and kept growi ng. The
weapons of the three vehicles expended a huge anobunt of energy, about ten thousand tines
nore than the light bodies could have gained if they ravaged the neutralizing fields
around the carriers.

The result could be noticed in their size. The nore energy they swall owed the higher
grew the front and the nore intensive becane their |ight.

The weapons kept shooting for fifteen nore m nutes. Then Rhodan ceased fire and
wai t ed.

The growth of the Iight bodies stopped abruptly. It was followed by a swirling
novenent of their masses as if they were seeking the full bows of energy which had been
so suddenly snatched fromtheir hungry nouths.

But the vehicles were already too far away fromthemto detect the weak neutrali zi ng
fields. They continued dancing around for a few minutes and cane to rest. They had had
their feeding and had increased to twice their size.

Now t hey were finished!

Rhodan swung t he antenna around.

"What does it look |ike ahead of us?" he asked.

The searchlight was switched on. As Rhodan was rotating it, the beam swept al ong a
medi um steep | edge rising up on the side of the nmountain. The | ower end of the | edge was
no nore than three hundred feet straight ahead.

Rhodan took a deep breath and all who heard hi m expected another command to spur them
on for the inpendi ng nervous strain.

I nst ead Rhodan sinply said: "W are standing at the nountain!"”

He enphasi zed the words so that everybody knew whi ch nountain he neant.

6 A MESSAGE FROM THE UNKNOVW

AFTER HALF AN HOUR S search with their three powerful |ight beans it becane clear to al
of themthat whatever there was to be found on this nmountain it was not at the foot of
the northern sl ope.

They agreed with Rhodan that the vehicles should drive up the nountain as far as they

coul d go.
Rhodan was convinced that he would find what he was | ooking for at a higher altitude.
He still firmy believed that the unknown bei ng woul d gi ve himanother clue to the

| ocation he concealed or that it was really not at all hidden but sonething they could
find if they kept their eyes open.

The north slope of the nmighty mountain presented no difficulties for the vehicles.

Moreover, not only did the nebul ous bodies in the valley renain peaceful but the
sphere of light which had foll owed them for hours had abandoned its pursuit.

Approxi mately six thousand feet above the valley the nountain slope flattened out
even nore, until it eventually becane a nesa of ammzing proportions. Rhodan could rotate
hi s searchlight wherever he wanted, reachi ng nothing but a void-proof that there was no
solid object within a radius of over half a mile-no other solid matter except the |eve
ground on which the vehicl es stood.

Rhodan decided to stop for a rest.
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He called the Stardust.

Thora answered i nmedi ately.

In the neantine the ship had, followi ng his instructions, taken off fromthe ground
and now hovered notionlessly at an altitude of twelve hundred mles.

Rhodan i nformed Thora about the events of the past hour and a half.

He concluded: "We've |earned two very inportant things-one's been made pl ausible and
the other's been proved:

The energy bodi es have only weakly devel oped capabilities to react to incidents
taki ng place in three-di nensional space. They needed nore than half an hour to notice
that we were passing between them and that we had sonething to satisfy their hunger
Their sluggi sh reaction is what's been nade pl ausi bl e.

"But we've proved that they feed on energy. In any case, they've evidently no
scrupl es and probably no appreciation of the damage they cause by their gluttony. They
swal | ow what ever cones their way.

"I believe that-if one can apply this concept to such creatures-they really are
uni ntel ligent beings.

"Thora, 1'd |ike to nmake another experinent if you don't mind-"

"What's that?" inquired Thora.

"Do you renenber when the attack on the Stardust came to an end at the nmonment the
unknown began to send his nmessage and our structure sensor responded?”

"Yes, of course."”

"Okay. Connect the renodelled set to a powerful |ine. Raise the energy of the
transmtter as high as it will go and bonbard the |ight bodies with the radiation. | want
to see how they react to it."

The idea had never occurred to Thora, although it was really quite obvious.

"To do this, | will have to cone down?" she asked, sulking a little and annoyed by
her failure to see things in front of her nose.

"Certainly," replied Rhodan seriously. "If you charge the altered structure sensor to
the limt it will have a range of at least three niles. You won't have to descend any
| ower than that And sonething el sel”

"Yes?"

"Fl ood the terrain up here with infrared light! W've rather poor visibility up here
and not nuch of a view"

W11l | ever understand hinPThora asked herself.

What woul d she have done in Rhodan's place? She woul d have been glad to have escaped
the light bodies at |ast and woul d have continued as quickly as possible on her way to
her destination. The sooner it was reached the better for all those who shared in this
undert aki ng.

And what did he do? He took tine for a pause as if he were taking a walk or a hike
and conducted for the anmusenent of an audi ence an experinment with the |ight bodies, the
deadl y danger of which had been denpnstrated only too convincingly.

It was inpossible to understand Rhodan-his restless energy, the austerity he
di spl ayed and expected fromothers, the lightning fast flexibility of his thoughts and
his surprising gift to change the subject froma deadly serious topic to somnething al nost
foolish or even m schi evous.

Thora shook her head and set the Stardust in notion

Cautiously, as once before, the vessel descended into the swirling tenpest of Gol's
at nosphere and gradually lost altitude. Thora knew what to watch for. Bel ow two hundred
fifty miles altitude they faced the danger that the |ight bodies would begin to gobble up
the rich energy of the ship's protective screen. Evidently they had no difficulty rising
two hundred fifty mles high fromthe surface of the giant planet.

The nodified structure sensor had been installed in the neantinme. They could apply a
val ue of two negawatts for the transmi ssion; that was all the sensitive oscillation
cycl es coul d absorb.

Thora stared at the small box.

Rhodan! He had di smantl ed an Arkoni de structure sensor and rebuilt it in such a
fashi on that he achi eved sonet hi ng whi ch was not even known to Arkoni de physics.

Altitude two hundred fifty mles, ma'am" announced the range finder officer.

Thora was startl ed.
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The danger zone began-and her fears.

"The Stardust!" nmurmured Deringhouse.

A pale white inmage slid from above onto the observation screen. Rhodan had switched
of f the searchlight since it was usel ess anyway and watched the picture which becane
clearer as the Stardust sank | ower.

Thora had encountered no difficulties. Uninpeded, the ship had descended above the
val l ey and was now drifting down with m nimumvel ocity.

Rhodan had instructed Thora to enit the infrared light in diffuse rays to illumnate
the scene and it soon proved to have been very good advice.

Diffuse light was only a very weak source of energy and was di spersed isotropically
wi thout preferring any one direction. The stinulation to ingest the diffuse radiation of
the infrared lights was too slight for the |ight bodies to get noving.

The scene was as cl ear as Rhodan coul d have wi shed. For the first tine he was in a
position to overlook the entire round basin and to see its inpressive size. The dianeter
appeared to be close to twenty nmles and everywhere-east, west and north-were al npst
vertical walls, some with nountains towering above them and others ascending to a ridge
and formng glistening nesas covered with nethane ice.

The basin was inundated with the arny of |ight bodies. The Iight was intense enough
so that they stood out in the shine of the searchlights. They remai ned notionl ess.

"That's enough, Thora!" said Rhodan when the Stardust had conme down to about three
mles. "Turn on the set!”

"I"'mpressing the switch!" responded Thora. The success was i nstantaneous and
conpl ete as everyone had hoped but nobody had seriously dared to believe.

Monentarily the mass of lights started to nove. In contrast to the protective screens
and neutralizing fields of the ship and vehicles the oscillations of the transnitter were
of a higher order which-they sensed i mediately and to which they pronptly reacted.

For a few seconds the novenent gave the appearance of being aimess. Then a big hole
opened up in the nmiddle of the field of Iight bodies and increased rapidly in al
di recti ons.

"They're fleeing!" shouted Deringhouse triunphantly. "They really beat it!"

There was no | onger any doubt about it. Thora was sweeping indiscrimnately across
the energy creatures and caused pani cs at numerous spots simultaneously.

The flanks of the arny reached the walls of the valley basin-and vani shed inside.
Solid matter was no obstacle for the energy bodies. As they raced toward the nountain
wal I s by the thousands with amazi ng speed and di sappeared, the walls seened to glow from
the inside. The glow lasted a while after the last of the phantons had fled, then
gradual ly paled and was finally conpletely gone.

The val |l ey basin was enpty.

"I't's all right, Thora!" said Rhodan quietly. "You may land in the valley."

They wat ched the | anding of the Stardust. Then Rhodan urged everybody to depart
agai n.
He was just about to give the order when Tanaka Sei ko woke up. Rhodan heard hi m npan
and turned around.

Tanaka hel d his head and | ooked questioningly at Rhodan.

"What' s that?" Tanaka asked.

"What ' s what ?"

"This hunming and buzzing. Can't you hear it?"

Rhodan shook his head. "Wat could it be?" he asked. Tanaka listened closely and it
was his turn to shake his head.

"It sounds |ike a swarm of excited hornets. | could swear there's one in the
nei ghbour hood but that's nonsense, of course.”

Rhodan t hought about it a nonent.

Doubt | essly Tanaka "heard" sonething thanks to his parapsychol ogi cal capabilities. If
that was the case there renained only two possible sources for the noise after Thora had
switched off the transmitter: the unknown who conceal ed hinself in the nountain or the
escaped |ight bodi es.

"Can you understand anyt hi ng?" Rhodan i nquired further.

"No, sir. It's just a noise."

Rhodan thought it nust be the Iight bodies. He considered themto be unintelligent
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and if they uttered any sounds which were conmensurate with the energy structure of their
bodi es they were bound to be neani ngl ess.

Li ke a swarm of excited hornets-

Rhodan kept mulling over the matter. He had to come to a decision and the sooner he
did the better it would be for himand his nen.

He reached for the m crophone.

"Khrest and Bell! | want you both to return to the Stardust. |I'mnot very sure that
we've put the light bodies to flight indefinitely and 1'd Iike you to help Thora if
anot her attack cones.

Bel | protested.

"You're painting too black a picture,”" he called back, quite upset. "I think we've
spoiled their appetite for good."

"That's what you think!" answered Rhodan. "No nore discussions. You'll drive back
with Khrest. And now listen closely!"

"Yes?"

"You both will have to get busy and build as quickly as possible a second transmtter
of the same type as the nodified structure sensor. At this tine you'll have an

opportunity to disconnect the protective screens and to produce a sufficient anount of
antiparticles for the second oscillation cycle. This second transmtter will follow

behind nme in one of your two vehicles: |I'll give you guide signals. The vehicle will be
driven by Major Nyssen and only one other nan will acconpany him Have | made nysel f
cl ear?"

"Yes."

"COkay. Get going!"

Rhodan waited until the other two vehicles turned around and di sappeared over the
slightly rounded edge of the northern nountain slope. He called Thora and asked her to
prepare all necessary materials for the construction of a second transmtter.

Then he | ooked at his crew

"Tanaka, how s the hunmm ng now?"

"The sane as before, sir."

Rhodan nodded.

"Anne, how about a little friendlier face. W' ve won a baffle and should be gl ad
about it."

" But .."

"No buts. We're close to our goal and when we've reached it, all our troubles will be
over."

That's said so easily, he thought. But there was no point in describing the
difficulties of their situation to people who were afraid already. A good commander's
forenmost task was to instil courage and confidence in his crew.

He saw that Deringhouse | ooked at himw th anticipation.

Rhodan's face broke into a grin.

"We're shoving off!" he said sternly and made t he engi ne whine at the sane tine.

The next hour passed uneventfully-on board the Stardust as well as in Rhodan's
caterpillar.

Khrest and Bell had reached the vessel and gone to work right away. Since Thora had
prepared everything that coul d be done ahead of tinme and Khrest had al ready once before
perfornmed the same work as Rhodan's assistant, they believed they could finish the job in
two or three hours. The capacity of this transmtter would be sonewhat |ess than the
first one, since they did not dare draw on the energy of the protection and
neutralization screens for nore than forty seconds for the production of antiparticles.
Even this tinme span al nost drove Khrest into a panic.

In the neanti ne Rhodan's vehicle had advanced at a brisk pace across the pl ateau. At
the end of an hour they reached an enmbanknent of sorts which forned an incline of fifteen
feet and ran straight along the east-west direction as far as the eye could see.

Rhodan wondered about it. There was nothing to indicate the origin of the precise
shape set in the mddle of the plateau or what natural event had created it.

He drove the vehicle down the enmbanknent and noticed that the ground bel ow was a
shade snoother than the one they travelled on heretofore.

He revved up the engine with fall power and |let the vehicle thunder across the |evel
pl ai n.
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One hour later Bell reported fromthe Stardust that the transnitter had been
completed and that it soon would be under way with Maj or Nyssen.

Rhodan felt somewhat relieved, although he had not seen any nore light bodies in the
meant i ne.

The Stardust, too, had so far remai ned undi sturbed. Mijor Nyssen regarded his m ssion
as a lark. He had selected Captain Klein as conpanion, for which Klein was very grateful.

It took only a few mnutes to traverse the basin where the phantons had roanmed a few
hours ago, and they were pushing the vehicle up the nountain slope as fast as it would

go.

Rhodan was the first to run out of luck. It was a rather ridiculous nishap but
danger ous nevert hel ess.

Al nost three hours had passed since he had sent Bell and Khrest back to the Stardust.
The ground was still snpoth and pernitted Rhodan to proceed at top speed.

However, he now had to slow down rather abruptly as he suddenly had the feeling that
the vehicle no | onger responded properly to his steering.

He | ooked at the observation screen and watched the ground on which they travell ed.
He did not notice anything in particular. He reduced his speed even nore-and then he saw
it all of a sudden

The ground underneath the vehicle was sinking.

It |ooked as if he drove on a tautly stretched cloth.

Rhodan stopped and racked his brains to figure out the phenonenon. Deringhouse sidled
up to himand also stared at the screen. The effect was now clearly discernible. The
wei ght of the car caused The ground to formsone kind of a dish which tapered out as far
as Deringhouse could see, about one hundred fifty feet away.

Rhodan acted i medi ately. He gunned the engine and pulled the vehicle forward with a
rough jolt.

"W're dam fools!" growl ed Rhodan. "It's ice! W' ve been driving for an hour and a
hal f on a frozen | ake and nobody's noticed it."

That expl ai ned the incline about which he had wondered. It was the shore of the | ake.

Rhodan started to breathe easier when he saw that he approached a simlar enmbanknent
to the south. It could be no nore than eight hundred yards away, and if they were | ucky-

No such | uck!

The body of the vehicle reverberated with the acoustic waves and with surprising
clarity transmitted the | oud detonation with which the ice broke. The observation screen
showed that the ice had devel oped cracks which becane wi der with alarm ng speed.

Then the picture slanted down. The vehicle started to capsize.

"Anne!" shouted Rhodan. "Full power for the generators!"

The how i ng of the freewheeling engines was nmixed with the roaring hum of the
generators running at full power to reinforce the neutralizing field of the vehicle to
keep it from sinking.

Rhodan knew that there was little hope. The vehicle was filled with air at nornmal
pressure. But far nore inportant than the volune was the wei ght of the vehicle's body,
the generator and engine. Even if one considered that the density of the | ake's nethane
was far greater than that of Terrestrial water and produced nore buoyancy, there was no
doubt that they would sink in a few minutes.

Had Rhodan known that the | ake was less than fifty feet deep at this spot, he would
have made no efforts to prevent the vehicle from sinking, since the vehicle's body was
still able to withstand the pressure of conpressed liquid nethane at a depth of fifty
feet.

The treads churned up the sluggish liquid and set it in notion. Rhodan kept the
engi ne spinning at maxi rum speed in order to propel as nmuch nmethane as possible fromthe
front end of the car to the rear. Every little bit helped to push the car forward. Under
the circunstances, every yard closer to the shore was worth a fortune.

Tanaka got set to operate the far ranging telecomtransnmitter for an energency cal
to the Stardust in case Rhodan's radio was unable to span the distance. A few feet of
liquid nmethane ruined the best radio comunication if there was not sufficient energy
avai | abl e.

Rhodan wat ched t he screen which was half covered with sluggishly noving nethane. The
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ot her half showed the shore and safety. It had not conme appreciably closer.

The neutralizing generators delayed the sinking but did not stop it altogether. The
crazily swirling tracks inparted no nmeasurable vel ocity agai nst the viscous nass in which
they threatened to drown.

Rhodan used his own set to call the Stardust. As yet it functioned faultlessly. The

antenna still extended above the surface of the nethane.
"We'll take off right away and fish you out!" Bell assured Rhodan
"You'll have to hover closely above our vehicle and reinforce the neutralizing field
of the ship till you can Iift it out," explained Rhodan quickly. "It's the only way."
"All right!" answered Bell. "Have the stronger transmtter send us gui de signals!"”

Rhodan turned to Tanaka.

"Cet the transmtter.."

At this instant they felt a jolt. The vehicle groaned a little, rocked slightly and
canme to rest.

The observation screen showed only nuddy nethane except for an inch wi de stripe at
t he upper edge.

"What was that?" asked Deringhouse breathlessly.

Rhodan started to | augh.

"We've touched ground!"

It took a while until they all realized it.

They were saved. The |ake was only ten feet deep at this point. Four-fifths of the
vehicle was in nethane. But the treads grabbed the ground of the | ake and pushed the
vehi cl e forward.

Rhodan called the alarmoff. Bell was relieved.

The vehicle proceeded |ike an icebreaker. Rhodan steered prudently and went ahead by
taki ng advantage mainly of those places where the nmethane ice had already split.

In this manner it took himhalf an hour to surnmount the | ast eight hundred yards to
the shore. The vehicle energed dripping fromthe | ake and cl anbered up the embanknent.

Rhodan wanted to say a few encouraging words to his crew. However, the picture he saw
on the visiscreen fascinated him

Fi ve hundred yards ahead a needle-like rock soared up high. That it was a needl e,
Rhodan only recogni zed after sweeping the searchlight a few tinmes up and down the sides
of the rock. The dianeter was quite inpressive and it evidently reached up way beyond the
range of the searchlight. Rhodan renenbered that the range finder on board the Stardust
had nade out the peak of the mountain only froma relatively low altitude. This indicated
that the actual peak of the nountain was not a w de object-as, for instance, this needle.

Could it be the nountain?

Suddenly Tanaka Sei ko began to scream Rhodan whirled around. The face of the
Japanese was distorted in pain and he pressed his hands agai nst his tenples.

Then t he Japanese abruptly stopped his scream ng, his hands dropped and he stared
with a | ook of alleviated feelings.

"What ' s goi ng on?" asked Rhodan.

"A nessage, sir."

"What did it say?"

"It said: 'You are on the right way. Keep going! Are you endowed with the higher
know edge?' "

In answer Rhodan nerely grow ed. He had not expected to hear fromthe unknown again
at this tine. Nevertheless it was conforting. The cluster of nountains was of huge
di mensi ons and he had to be thankful to be told that he was on the right path.

The carrier rolled leisurely toward the needl e rock.

Rhodan gave the infornmation to the Stardust and to Major Nyssen in his vehicle.

"The humring's getting stronger, sir," said Tanaka suddenly.

At the sane tinme Rhodan recogni zed a peculiar pattern on the north side of the
tremendous needl e whi ch was now a nere six hundred feet away.

The needle was, as all rock formations in this world, covered wth nethane and
ammni a i ce. Because of the steep slope, however, it was only a thin |ayer which did not
entirely hide the nore distinct features of the rock's surface.

One could easily perceive a groove in the shape of a horseshoe, the two ends of which
started at the foot of the rock and converged at a height of sixty feet. The ice was al so
| odged in the groove but it reflected the light of the infrared searchlight at a
di fferent angle, which nmade it stand out clearly against the environnent.
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Rhodan believed that he was able to explain the groove.

"There's the gate!" he said earnestly. "Anne, | assune that it takes a telekinetic
knack to open it. Please apply your higher know edge!"

He turned around and smiled at Anne.

Deri nghouse added: "And give it a good try, Anne! Because here conme our friends from
t he ot her dinension!"

Rhodan spun around agai n.

A whol e conpany of dancing, scintillating energy bodi es approached fromthe right.
They seened to know their goal. They were marching straight toward t he horseshoe-shaped
gate in the side of the mountain. They would reach it no later than the caterpillar

"The heck with this weather!" Nyssen grow ed, annoyed.

The past few minutes the storm had becone nore violent. The vehicle which was
provided only with a neutralizing field for gravity was fairly hel pl ess agai nst the
el ements. Only its extraordinary weight and the fact that it was rather Iowto the ground
and did not offer much of an area of resistance to the stormprevented it fromflying
away.

Nyssen apprised the Stardust of the storm The Stardust had not even noticed it.
Nyssen woul d have had to be nore familiar with the high pressure dynamics of this
world to realize that, due to the enornous pressure and extreme gravity on Gol, there was
no such thing as great neteorol ogical areas. The stormwas continuous but the variations
of its intensity were restricted to a few square niles of its surface. Beyond these

limts no change in the weather could be noted. It was the sane with tenperature
fluctuations.

"It's getting colder," conplained Klein, who was nonitoring the neasuring dials.

"I can tell," answered Nyssen, avoiding an icicle which had just begun to grow up in
front of the vehicle.

Suddenly the terrain becane uneven. Mounds, boul ders and veritable hills sprang up
fromthe ground and bl ocked Nyssen's view. He increased his speed to escape the nmaze of
new formations as quickly as possible but was forced to sl ow down again after a few
nonents. The danger of a collision was too great.

As the vehicle was evading a man-si ze piece of ice, another nountain of frozen
nmet hane formed incredibly fast in front of them Kl ein noted the outside tenperature of
nm nus 330°F. No wonder the nethane was condensed by the ton fromthe atnosphere, but it
was astonishing to see the nountai ns grow before one's eyes.

Nyssen cursed and stopped the car. He backtracked a little in order to make a | eft
turn. He noved a few feet and got stuck in the back. The rear screen sector showed a
second nountain growing up behind him In addition to the obstacle at his right, which he
was trying to circunvent, another one was shooting up fromthe ground on his left with
terrifying rapidity.

"Dam it!" Nyssen swore, utterly disgusted. "W're stuck!"

He called the Stardust and described his situation. "W'Il|l get you out!" prom sed
Bel | . "Rhodan appears to have reached his destination, judging fromthe |atest
conversations we've overheard. It won't do any harmto | eave here and come up to you."

"All right, sir," replied Nyssen, a little nore at ease. "W'll wait."

The storm had ceased since the four walls of ice held it back

Nyssen kept watching the observation screen till his eyes hurt. Finally he | eaned

back and rel axed.

Klein was busy with his instrunments. He seened to be profoundly interested in what
was happeni ng outsi de. Nobody had yet observed such | ow tenperatures on ol

Nei t her of them watched the generator box in the rear of the car which was separated
only by a plastic panel fromthe main conpartnent.

The interior was illuminated by a single small light-weak so it would not interfere
with the observation of the screen

Al'l of a sudden Nyssen had the inpression that the |light turned brighter. Wndering
about it he turned around and it was at the same nonent that Kl ein shouted:

"There..l'"

Nyssen saw it at once. A small glowi ng cloud extruded fromthe centre of the pane
which cl osed off the generator conpartnment. It was wavering back and forth and its |ight
i ncreased from second to second.

Nyssen and Klein sat, scared stiff, without stirring in their seats.
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The cloud did not seemto know what it wanted. It noved here and there without
| eaving the panel. But its lum nosity gained continually.

Nyssen felt that an invisible force pressed himdown on his seat. It took a little
while till he realized what was goi ng on

"I't's drawi ng the power fromthe generators!" he yelled.

Kl ein junped up.

He |l ooked as if he felt threatened by the cloud of light. It began to shrink again
and vani shed in a short tinme. Kl ein dropped back into his seat and groaned as he becane
aware that his wei ght had doubl ed.

"Renove the panel!" ordered Nyssen

The cover was held by four screws which were easily unfastened. Klein was able to
unscrew them wi thout |eaving his seat. The plate toppled forward.

Nyssen stared into the generator conpartnent.

The generator for the engine and all auxiliary nmotors was a shapel ess lunp of netal.

The protective screen generator was danmaged but apparently still partly functioned.

"Check it!" he snapped at Klein. "W've got to know whether it'll hold up."

Klein craw ed back, npaning, and exani ned the generator. It took sone tine. Then he
awkwardly turned his head and said over his shoul der:

"It's in pretty bad shape, sir. It can conk out any tine."

Nyssen gul ped.

"Wl now..!

The carrier was i mobilized. The hyper-transnmitter, because of which they had
undertaken this trip, was useless as it was connected to the drive generator. The |ight
was burned out and the illumination in the interior was furnished solely by the
observation screen whi ch was connected to the protective screen generator

Nyssen turned it off.

He knew the telecomreceived its power fromthe protective screen, and therefore he
was able to contact the Stardust.

He was reaching clunsily for the m crophone when another jolt hit the vehicle. Kl ein
and Nyssen grunted sinultaneously. Nyssen's outstretched hand dropped and smacked agai nst
the steering wheel.

"The gravity had grown even nore severe; the generator was | osing energy. Nyssen
estimated the gravity inside the carrier to three G s.

Then he stretched his hand farther out and grabbed the nicrophone. It had becone very
heavy but it was still working.

He called the Stardust.

But the Stardust gave no answer.

"We'll take off!" Reginald Bell had just announced. Then he issued the routine
commands fromhis console to initiate the starting procedure.

But the Stardust did not nove.

Bel | was sure that he had not nade any ni stakes. Anyone authorized to command this
vessel could not nmake m stakes.

Besi des hinself there was Thora in the Control Centre and a few other men who could
possi bl e be useful under the circunstances.

Bel | qui ckly countermanded his orders and stopped everyt hi ng.

Wthout showing the alarmhe felt, he called the engi neer

The engi neer answered i nmedi ately and by now Thora had al so noticed that sonething
had gone awy.

" Anyt hi ng wrong?"

Bel | shook his head.

"I''"'mgoing down to the Techni cal Quidance Secti on,
"Il be back right away."

Then he was gone.

He covered the considerable distance fromthe Control Centre to the Technica
Gui dance Section in record tine. He stornmed al ong the noving belts in the hallways and
struggled with the reduced drag of the antigrav el evators.

The Cui dance Section was | ocated about six hundred feet bel ow the Control Centre.
Bel | squeezed through the door which opened reluctantly and surveyed the roomfull of
swi tch consol es.

Nobody was there.

he said. "Wait a few m nutes,

file:///F|/unsorted books/Perry Rodin/Perry Rodan 016 - Ghosts of Gol.txt (37 of 44) [6/21/2001 6:59:59 PM]



file:/l/F|/unsorted books/Perry Rodin/Perry Rodan 016 - Ghosts of Gol.txt

The Qui dance Section was closed off at one side with a transparent wall behind which
the room contai ning the generators was | ocated. Bell |ooked through the wall and behind
the shining, colossal atomc HHe-piles, the protective screen generators and the array of
auxiliary installations.

The protective screen generators were working and produced a slight hum which
af fected the separating wall and was audible in the Technical Quidance Section. Nobody
was to be seen in the generator room It was enpty and-except for the slight hum quiet.

Wth resounding steps Bell stonped to the other end of the Gui dance Section and
rel eased a door behind which a small noving belt | ed down to the | evel of the generator
room He stepped on the belt and noved down.

A nauseating sense of danger threatened to overwhelmhimas the belt carried himdown
to the huge room He pulled his weapon and rel eased the safety catch. So far there was
not hing in sight at which to shoot.

The atomi c piles and generators were arranged in long rows. The wal kways between them
were a few yards wi de. However, since the installations were sixty feet and hi gher, the
vi ew of the roomwas quite obstructed.

The feeling of inpending danger grew as Bell |eft the noving belt which stopped
runni ng behind him He entered the first wal kway. Left and right stood the atom c piles
for sector A drive. Behind themwere the two protective screen generators for sector A
and then a long row of auxiliary equipnment. This row was two hundred fifty feet | ong.

The protective screen generators were functioning. Bell exanmined the dials and found
everything in order.

What annoyed hi mwas the fact that he could not see anyone in the entire room The
Techni cal Section had instructions to keep a guard of at least ten nen to watch the
generators at all tines. In spite of the obstructed view he should have seen at |east one
of the guards.

Bell marched on. His steps sounded hollow and nmuffled. He wal ked firner than usua
and did not realize that he did it only to hear another noi se above the haunting hum

He was standing in front of the two protective screen generators when he heard an odd
noi se. He did not know where it cane frombut it sounded |ike a series of clanging bells.

Then, before he could counteract, a jolt ripped through the ship and nade himl ose
hi s bal ance so that he was hurled violently to the floor. Wien he tried to get up again
he saw that the floor slanted down.

He quickly got up on his feet. He bent over to pick up his weapon, which had fallen
fromhis hand, and as he raised his head again, he saw it clearly.

Hi s thinking had becone sl ow and cunbersone as in a dream

It's only one, he thought. At |east so far-

It peeped out frombehind the far corner of the wal kway, flowed |ike a cloud of heavy
fumes and then noved slowy around the corner

They' ve di scovered a new trick, reflected Bell bitterly. Wiy satisfy their hunger out
inthe field of the protective screen when it was just as easy for themto penetrate the
wal l's and to gorge thensel ves at the source.

He had al ready before witnessed with his own eyes that solid walls were no hindrance
for them

Instinctively he raised his hand with the weapon.

The gl owi ng cl oud cane cl oser.

It had tapped the atomic piles, Bell thought, which was the reason he coul d not
start. Mreover, they had drai ned one of the generators, causing the vessel to tip over

I[f | don't finish it off, it'll cost us our necks.

Somet hi ng nade himturn around and | ook back down the gangway.

It was a second light body. It also proceeded around the corner onto the wal k and
cane toward him

He lost his nerve and began to shoot. He struck the phantom which he had spied first.
That seened to make the thing very happy. It brightened up at the spot where he hit. It
al so approached himwith increased speed.

Screaming wildly in fear and anger, Bell whirled around and shot at the other
intruder. It had the sane effect and then the gl owi ng cl ouds engul fed him

Wth amazenent he noticed a prickly feeling which ran through his body as though he
had cone into contact with a | ow voltage source. The sensation was titillating-at |east
for a while. But then it becane stronger. He opened his eyes wi de and saw that the bright
bodi es bl ocked his sight conpletely. He saw nothing but a gl owi ng, swayi ng, anorphous
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mass.
The pain became worse. It grew and grew, Bell's head began to drone until the pain
was finally alleviated by the bliss of unconsci ousness.

Thora was unable to cope with the events she failed to understand.

She tried to advi se Rhodan of the situation but he did not respond. Neither did
Nyssen, who was waiting somewhere out there for the help of the Stardust.

The observation screens had turned black after the ship was suddenly jolted and the
floors were inclined.

W' re besi eged, specul ated Thora. They're absorbing all energy produced by the
vessel

She did not suspect that the foreign bodies had already i nvaded the ship.

She wanted to call Khrest and wondered why he had not cone to her aid before when a
second bl ow shook the ship.

Concurrently Thora felt the sane | eaden heavi ness she had experienced when the |ight
bodi es had attacked the first tine.

The generators were no | onger working with full efficiency.

She heard the people around her yell and curse. The |ight began to flicker and died
out after hesitating shortly.

Thora sank to the floor under the terrific weight induced by the extrene gravity and
noved no nore. She was not yet unconscious but it seened best, under the prevailing
circunmstances, to lose herself in her own hel pl essness.

"Have you got it?" asked Rhodan

"In a mnute," panted Anne Sloane. "There's a duct in the rock and...oh, nothing!"

According to what Anne had found so far by applying her telekinetic senses, there
were at least a few hundred ducts the size of an armrunning through the rock in any and
all directions, ending nowhere.

Anne had to search through all of themto |ocate the nechani sm whi ch opened the gate.

But until then...

Deri nghouse made i npati ent noi ses. He had taken over Tanaka's job since the Japanese
suffered again with intolerable head pains fromthe tine the |ight bodi es had appeared
once nore. Rhodan had been unable to contact the Stardust or Nyssen with his | ow powered
telecom For ten mnutes Deringhouse attenpted it with the considerably stronger
transmitter-with just as little success.

The arny of light bodies was posted in front of the horseshoe gate and seened to wait
for somnething.

Rhodan was afraid that Anne might |ose her strength before she could find the
mechanism He also feared that the Stardust had been attacked for the second time and
that Nyssen had run into trouble.

Anne's head jerked forward. She | ooked unreal.

"I'"ve got it!" she said with a | ow nbpan. Rhodan swi velled around in his seat.

"Don't open it yet," he told her. "Wait a ninute!”

The vehicle runbled on. It had stopped three hundred feet away fromthe gate; now it
was two hundred fifty, only two hundred...

The light bodies did not nove. They bl ocked the gate and Rhodan worried about the
guestion of how many of themwould enter the nountai n when Anne opened the gate.

..One hundred feet, fifty feet...

"Open!" bell owed Rhodan.

Anne gnashed her teeth.

Not hi ng happened for half a second. Then a small crack formed at the bottom where the
horseshoe net the ground. Rhodan watched and saw that the gate was pulled up like a stage
curtain.

He estimated the speed of the car and the height of the opening at the tinme the car
reached the entrance. For a second he was tenpted to brake because the gate was noving
too slowy; but then he gave up the idea.

He did not have tinme to watch the |ight bodies. There was a sharp knock as the roof
of the vehicle rammed under the edge of the door and a | oud and terrifying bang.

They were through!

"Shut the gate!" hollered Rhodan.

He drove around in a wide circle w thout watching where he was going and turned the
carrier at 90°. He felt reassured, |ooking at the observation screen and noting that the
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door had closed again and that, evidently, it all happened too fast for the |ight bodies.
Due to their slow reaction tine, they had not realized quickly enough what was taking
pl ace.

There was a slight rustle at his side and then a pl op.

Anne had fainted after the exertions of the last fifteen m nutes.

Rhodan wanted to say sonething, but at this nonment the observation screen flashed so
brightly that they all were blinded and had to close their eyes.

Rhodan bl i nked. Cautiously, between half-closed eye lids, he studied the picture on
t he screen.

He found hinmself in a hall. It was circular with a dianeter of about a hundred feet
and fairly high.
The light source which illumnated the scene was nmeant for eyes that were used to the

bl ue-whi te spl endour of Vega, not for hunman eyes.

What surprised Rhodan was that the hall was conpletely enpty except for one not
especially |arge object.

Rhodan recognized it. It was an inmpul sator such as they had al ready seen once before
in another factory-like hall when they first attenpted to track down the unknown
stranger. At that tine Bell had ventured too close and was carried off in an iridescent
energy spiral

This device called an inpul sator effected transitions through hyperspace. The person
to be transnitted did not have to sit or stand at a particular place nor was it necessary
to be connected to it. The transmitter functioned with a directed transport-inpul se and
was a refinenent of the set which the Ferrons used.

This one here was |arger than the one they had seen in the factory hall. At |east
five tines as big. Nevertheless, it |looked |ost in the vast hall

Rhodan pul |l ed up. The sane gravity prevailed in the hall as on the surface of Gol.

The vehicle suddenly began to vibrate. Rhodan had noticed that the steering wheel had
started to nove and | ooked for the cause. He glanced at the observation screen and saw
that the inpul sator had wandered of f downward.

The transmtter? Goi ng down?

It was the carrier which had noved. It hovered a couple of feet above the ground and
appeared to be rising steadily.

"Do you see that, Deringhouse?"

"Yes, sir."

"Regul ate the neutralizing generator. Sonebody's turning off the gravity. Adjust the
generator accordingly so that we won't fly away."

Deri nghouse attended skilfully to his task. A few anxious mi nutes passed during which
the car either just touched the ground or floated a nite above it.

"That's it, sir," reported Deringhouse finally. "It's stopped."

The vehicle had its own gravity indicator. The gravity outside amounted to one point
two G

Rhodan cl osed his hel net Deringhouse did the same as well as Tanaka Sei ko, who had
regained full control of hinself after they had left the |ight bodies behind. Anne was
still unconscious. They cl osed her hel met wi thout her noticing it.

They had to get out. The vehicle had an exit but no airlock since nobody had expected
that they would have to | eave the carrier outside the Stardust.

What was awaiting them outside, they did not know. Perhaps an atnosphere they could
breat he, perhaps another unfit to breathe or maybe none at all.

"Let's go!" ordered Rhodan

He opened the hatch. It was not difficult at all, just a barely noticeable little
push.

The hall had an atnosphere and the pressure differential between the atnosphere in
the hall and the vehicle was not particularly great. O what did the atnosphere consist?
Rhodan did not take any chances. The helnets and the spacesuits renai ned cl osed.

He turned his attention to the inpulsator. Apparently it functioned on the sane
principle as the one they had encountered earlier at the other place. It had a row of
col oured buttons, a regulator for destination, a space-angle systemand a target screen.

Al'l this Rhodan knew how to operate hinself. He had learned it. He was able to sel ect
the destination and to reviewit.

But the one thing he could not do was to activate the transmtter.

He had | earned at the prior occasion that it required the telekinetic capability of a
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nmut ant. There was no other way to close the contact.

Rhodan pushed the buttons with the hard gl oves of his protective suit. The screen lit
up brightly. The picture was sharp and cl ear whi chever range he chose, much brighter, as
if shown in infrared |ight.

He scouted unknown areas on Gol's surface. Level plains of nethane ice crystals and
wi |l d, craggy nountains reaching up to endl ess heights. He turned the target knob in a
direction he guessed to be north. Evidently, it was not quite correct, but it took only a
slight rotation and the push of a button which adjusted the range to bring the Stardust
into view

Deri nghouse | oudly expressed his surprise.

"Sir, the vessel is leaning!"

Rhodan nodded. He had expected it alter the communication with the ship was broken.

The inclined position of the ship was not significant. If that was all that happened,
the Stardust was built to take it.

Somet hing el se attracted Rhodan's attention.

The visual target systemwas evidently equi pped with a wide-angle |lens. The
observation screen not only showed the Stardust but also the |ake in which Rhodan's
vehi cl e had al nost sunk, the entire route they had travelled fromthe vall ey basin and
rows of ice formations which had sprung up north of the | ake shore as as a result of a
weat her change.

"Mss Sloane is comng to," said the Japanese softly.

Rhodan gl anced at her. Anne stirred.

She al one was capabl e of activating the inpul sator.

Is that what we're searching for? Rhodan asked hinself. Atransmitter?

He never had had a clear idea of what was waiting for themon Gol. Another clue, he
believed. A sign for the next stretch of the path they had undertaken to explore.

Was it the transmitter? Did they receive the tips through it?

It |ooked like it. The hall contai ned nothing except the transnitter. Rhodan did not
know what woul d happen if Anne operated it.

But he trusted the unknown who knew the situation to which those who were foll ow ng
his trail were exposed and the transnitter was bound to be a safeguard against the perils
whi ch lurked in this world.

Anne rose to her knees. Rhodan hel ped her to get up.

"Have you recovered?" asked Rhodan solicitously.

Anne nodded.

"I't'Il have to be all right."

She smiled through her helnet's faceplate, which was clear as gl ass.

"Okay. You know the nechanism The target's set. Start it up."

Anne cl osed her eyes. Rhodan tensed his nuscles, anticipating the acute pain which
had to cone.

And it cane, indeed.

In a tenth of a second the painful brightness faded. Rhodan was gripped by intense
pai ns and he woul d have screaned if it had been possible during the transition

For how | ong-

7 BEYOND THE GALAXY

- AN ENDLESS ti ne.

Nobody coul d judge the hunan sense of tine during a transition. But it seened to
Rhodan that no prior transition had taken as |long as this one.

Hours seened to pass till the spasnodic pain-indicative of the end of the
transition-began again and |ight appeared once nore before the faceplate of his hel net.

If that wasn't-!

There was a jolt as if he had been pushed down but he stood firmy on his |egs.

Deri nghouse arrived beside him |ost his bal ance and brushed agai nst him Behind
Deri nghouse appeared Tanaka Sei ko and Anne Sl oane.

And the place in which they had | anded was the Command Centre of the Stardust.

O was it?

Thora was lying on the floor. She raised herself up on her arnms, lifted her head and
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| ooked around in a daze. Her eyes caught Rhodan's |legs, followed themup and she
recogni zed his face.

"You..?"

At this nonment of utter surprise Rhodan again displayed his capabilities which had
nearly earned himthe reputation of a nonster anong the psychol ogi sts of the scientific
staff at the Nevada proving grounds during the |ast phase of his test pilot training
years ago.

They had arrived in a conpletely inexplicable manner fromthe hall in the nountain on
board the Stardust. Good and fine! It was a nystery about which they could rack their
brains later. Mre inportant was-

"Everything in order on board?" he asked gruffly.

Thora stood up

"How... how di d you..?"

"I's everything in order?" repeated Rhodan with increased enphasis.

Thora stared at himw th open nouth.

"No.." she stammered after a while. "...Bell...the |ight bodies..

"Where's Bel | ?"

Thora had to think hard.

"I n the Techni cal Guidance Section!"”

Rhodan turned to Deringhouse.

"Take care of the Command Centre. Find out what happened. |'Il be back right away.

Bell was found. He was lying in the generator roomunconscious and in electrical
shock. He received treatnent and was up and around again half an hour |ater.

He recounted what he had been up agai nst, whereupon a search was made for the |ight
bodi es, but there were none to be found anywhere in the vessel.

A few minutes after Bell had rendered his account, Mjor Nyssen and Captain Klein
showed up at the Command Centre. They were both rather excited. They reported that their
damaged vehicle was |ocked in by nountains of ice. Alight body had raided the carrier
and had conpletely destroyed the drive generator as well as part of the protective screen
generator. The latest inpression they had gl eaned from Gol was that the gravity had
nounted to approximtely ten Gs. They had al ready nade their peace with the world in
their mnds since the Stardust gave no answer and then-

The tal e was incoherent. They had the inpression that their vehicle had gone into a
transition. Wien they had regai ned consci ousness after sonme tine, they had found
thensel ves and the carrier in one of the Stardust's airlocks. They had clinbed out with
shaki ng knees, ridden up to the Command Centre and here they were!

The Stardust's machinery was again performng faultlessly. The intrusion of the |ight
bodi es had | eft no permanent damage.

Where had the ghosts gone?

That's the wong question, thought Rhodan

VWhere are we?

The wi de observation screens of theStardust depicted a space never before seen by
Rhodan nor Khrest and Thora.

The points of lights the stars were shining onto the observation screen could be
counted. There were maybe fifty or sixty of themin the space sector.

Anyone who had ever | ooked up to the sky with the shimrering gal axy of nyriads of
I ights knew what the picture portended.

When they had finished the transition which the inpulsator in the nountain hall on
Gol had triggered, the Stardust had | anded in a sector of space which was beyond the
gal axy they knew as hone.

A sky with sixty forlorn stars did not exist in the MIky \Way.

Rhodan had deduced it at once and harboured-for a few mnutes-the foolish hope that
Khrest might know where they had been thrust. But Khrest's Arkonide know edge was no
greater than Rhodan's. He was not familiar with this region of space but he patiently
tackl ed the task of detecting, with the aid of naps, a known sign for the orientation of
t he Stardust.

In the mdst of this distressing uncertainty Tanaka received a nessage fromthe
unknown nentor. The Japanese saw a gl owi ng ball suspended in the mddle of the Conmand
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Centre and becane terribly frightened, believing at first that it was a |ight body.
Nobody except him however, saw the ball nor did anyone el se understand t he nessage
it conveyed:
"You have been warned! Now find the world where the co-ordinates are secured.
Renenber that you cannot return home if you do not know the right way. Your goal is far!"
He translated it and Rhodan nodded in assent.

Khrest endeavoured to identify a sign of recognition. After cal mhad returned and
not hing el se could be done while they waited for Khrest's results, Rhodan recapped the
events whi ch had occurred on Col

He had sonme very attentive listeners, consisting of all those who had actively taken
part in the events he described. There was, for instance, the engi neer who, together wth
his twel ve nmen guarding the generators, had been rendered unconscious by the |ight bodies
and shoved into a coner of the generator room

"Gol is a world,"” Rhodan began, "which differs somewhat fromnormal conditions. It
has an average density of one hundred fifty grans per cubic centinmetre. This is nore than
the density of osmium the heaviest netal we know. "

"Therefore, Gol nust be sonmething like a cold sun-even though it circles Vega |like a
planet. In its interior nmust be gravity fields which do not conformto New oni an
principl es but nust have other causes."

"The light bodies appear to be a result of the special nature of this planet. They
probably originate at the core of Gol which is in a non-New oni an sphere of gravity."

"They're not very intelligent, neaning no nore intelligent than, for exanple, a dog
or a cat. They are, shall | say, individual energy or energized individuals."

"You know what | mean. Qur | anguage doesn't have words to describe such a thing as
ener gy bodies."

"When we dislodged themfromthe valley basin-with the aid of the revanped
transmtter whose oscillation proved to be very detrinental to themthey behaved | ust
like a swarm of disturbed wasps. They regrouped and returned for a renewed attack. In
doi ng so, they took a different tack than we expected and we were tricked by them"

"They penetrated the Stardust before anybody noticed it. They encroached, or rather
one of themdid, on Nyssen's vehicle and ruined the drive generator and therewith the
source of current for the second hyper-transmtter which Nyssen carried. They al so
bl ocked our way but didn't get anywhere with that."

He paused a nonent.

"That," he concluded, "is about all we know about the light bodies, and part of it is
strictly conjecture. It would be very interesting to |learn nore about them but we now
have to foll ow another way."

His |isteners had |l owered their heads and were collecting their thoughts.

They had entered a world which surpassed the inmaginati on of humans and Arkoni des as
wel I . They had been rescued in a manner which was so peculiar as to be al nost |aughable.

Most of them considered the journey to Gol rather unenlightening. Those who had a
better grasp of the events realized they had | earned at |least two things fromthis
undert aki ng:

There were nore beings in the universe than the nind could picture. The inagination
of Mother Nature had not run dry when she nade humans, Arkoni des, Fantan people, Ferrons,
Topi des and ot hers as yet uni magi ned by man, and unmet. Nature had created bei ngs not of
fl esh and bl ood and assigned themto an abode in space of a higher order. The universe
hel d an endl ess variety of sentient forns and anyone who thought that after a sojourn in
space he could no | onger encounter anything new was badly m staken.

Secondl y:

They were on the track of an unknown bei ng who possessed technical powers beyond
conmpr ehensi on. By neans of a conparatively tiny apparatus he had tel eported a
spaceshi p-the crowning scientific achievenent of their technol ogy to date-together with a
group of four people and a heavy transportation vehicle, all into one place.

Per haps the unknown one woul d one day offer the solution when they reached him |If
they reached him Perhaps he woul d di scl ose the neaning of the ganme of wits in which he
nmade Rhodan and his nmen trace his track through space and ti ne.

Per haps-

The hatch opened and Khrest entered.
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Rhodan regarded the anci ent Arkonide.

Khrest began uncertainly: "I believe |'ve found sonething. But, please-don't rejoice
too soon. | Can't say for sure.”

Rhodan rose, wal ked over to the alien scientist with a smle on his face.

"Cheer up!" he said in a tone inspiring optinism "W've tackled tough chall enges
toget her before. Let's welcone one nore!"
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