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1/ THE CRYPT OF LI GHT

THE VEGA SYSTEM

Ferrol, eighth planet of the system nore than twenty-seven |light-years from Earth.

And the Ferrons had concluded a trade treaty with Perry Rhodan, the representative of
manki nd. Friendly relations had been established between the two inter-stellar cultures.
On the surface there was no conpelling reason to delay any | onger the great space
expedition's return to hone base.

I f one regarded the whole problemfroma purely technical point of view But there
were, of course, other considerations apart fromthe nere technical feasibility of a
quick trip back to Terra, considerations which kept Perry Rhodan and his men on Ferrol.

Ferrol circled the Vega sun closer than Earth did Sol. As a consequence the Ferronian
climte was nuch hotter than Terra's. The native popul ation, a hunanoid race, was well
protected agai nst the searing rays of their sun by a head of thick coppery hair and a
bl ui sh conpl exi on. They were not nmuch over five feet tall and their squat figures seened
an ideal adjustnment to their hone planet's gravity of 1.4-G s.

Coppery hair, blue skin, stocky body, tiny nouth, deep-set eyes-how insignificant if
one | ooked at it froma cosnic viewoint. Particularly insignificant to those individuals
who conprehended the size and diversity of the worlds of our universe.

Such a one, for instance, as Reginald Bell.

The short, heavy-set Earthman, whose red bristles seened al ways to stand on end,
excitedly paced the floor in the control centre of the giant spacesphere. A strange fire
glowed in his pal e-blue, alnobst faded eyes.

"W got a rotten deal fromthis positronic brain!" he growl ed. He punctuated his
di spl easure with wild flailing gestures of his great hands. "Here we sit waiting for an

answer fromthis brainy nonster and | doubt that we'll ever hear fromit. W've had it,
Perry!"

The two nmen stood within the senmicircle of the ship's control centre. Rhodan, the
| eader of the expedition, was thirty-six, two years older than his friend Bell. Rhodan's

| ean figure reveal ed toughness and courage. Deternination sparkled in his grey eyes-and a
great sense of hunour.

"Are you serious, Reg?" Rhodan |ooked intently at the face of his closest
col l aborator but failed to detect any signs of genuine rebellion. "Do you want to give up
t he whol e deal ?"

"Who's tal king about quitting, Perry? But we've been sitting here for weeks, waiting
for this confounded nonster of a positronic brain to honour us with sone
i nformati on-maybe. Al we've heard fromit so far is excuses. The code of this nessage is
extrenely difficult to break. Mdst likely it will never be deci phered. Wo knows-the
so-called imobrtals nmay have played a dirty trick at our expense."

Meanwhi | e anot her man had j oi ned them He entered al nost unnoticed. He | ooked |like a
hunan being but a certain sonmething in his appearance exuded the inpression of superhuman
qualities. The tall figure, the uncertain age, the thick, whitish hair, the very high
forehead, the reddi sh al bino eyes-and especially the expression in his eyes-all these
conmbi ned to nake hi mappear ...different. He was a scientist froma star system
thirty-four thousand light-years from Earth. The Arkonides, his race, had mastered al
the secrets of space travel for thousands of years. Several years ago his research vesse
had crash-landed on Earth's noon, where it had been discovered by Perry Rhodan, who
rescued the two survivors of the catastrophe, Khrest, the scientist, and the beauti ful
Thora, the femnl e commander of the research cruiser

Upon entering Khrest had overheard Bell's last renark. He addressed Bell with a trace
of reproach in his voice: "Aren't you a bit quick to draw such concl usi ons? The
imortals, whose trail we are pursuing, never intended to nmake our task an easy one."

"I never doubted that," replied Bell inpatiently. "Your infallible race found out
several thousand years ago that this systemcontains a planet that is the hone of the
imortals. But this planet disappeared in the neantine. In order to track it down, we are
forced to solve al nost inpossible tasks, for the inhabitants of the vani shed pl anet have
puzzl ed out a kind of cosmic treasure hunt. Only beings capable of five-di nensional
t hought processes will be able to find this planet of eternal |ife. They concocted a rea
dilly for us poor nortals. We are trying to rack our brains to solve this galactic
riddle. And all because we want to find the secret of inmmortality."

Perry Rhodan smiled a friendly greeting to Khrest. "Reg is feeling blue that the
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positronic brain has not yet deci phered what the coded nessage of the imuortals has to
tell us."

"I"'mnot feeling blue, I"'msick and tired of waiting around for weeks on end." Reg
sounded di sgust ed.

The snmile had | eft Rhodan's face. He was serious now as he regarded the giant consol e
of the positronic brain which was was hi dden behind the huge panels of Arkonite. He knew
what nust be goi ng on now behind these walls: inconprehensible nmechani snms and positronics
of superior intelligence were busy translating the encoded nessage conposed in an alien
| anguage. Nobody had expected that this nessage woul d be easy to decode, particularly in
view of the difficulties they had had to overcone to extract it fromthe underground
vault located in the ruling Thort's palace. There the secrets of the vani shed race had
lain for millennia, hidden in the crypt formed by cosmic rays, which had been made
i naccessible by a tinme |ock. The Ferrons had been unable to open the crypt-but Perry
Rhodan had succeeded where they had fail ed.

Now Rhodan's inpetuous friend Reginald Bell demanded that these conplicated encoded
nessages be sol ved i nstantaneously.

"Whoever seeks eternity nust armhinself with infinite patience, Reg," Rhodan warned.
"We have nothing nore urgent to do right now Everything is fine back hone on
Eart h- ot herwi se Col onel Freyt would have i nformed us via hyperwave radi o." Rhodan knew
Freyt would use this way of communicating with themonly as a | ast resort. They coul dn't
risk giving away Earth's position in the universe. There were too many hostile alien
races just waiting for such a blunder on their part. Rhodan continued: "Do you have a
better suggestion than continuing to wait for the translated text?"

That was a direct question that deserved a concrete answer. But Bell had no better
solution. So he said with an enbarrassed grin: "Unfortunately not, Perry. So | guess we'd
better keep on waiting."

Khrest slowly shook his head with a puzzl ed expression. "How strange you humans
soneti mes behave. There you are discussing things you have agreed upon a long tine
ago-j ust because you have too much tine on your hands. | would have expected you to cone
up with a good counterproposal, Reg, if you are dissatisfied with the present state of
affairs.”

"I can easily imagine what you have in mnd there, Khrest: return to Arkon, to your
hone planet. | wonder if Thora has been naking life miserable for you again with her
demands. "

Thora was the former femal e commander of the ship-wecked Arkoni de research vessel on
the nmoon. Ever since she and Khrest had been rescued by Perry Rhodan her overexaggerated
sel f-image had suffered a painful blow For as far as she was concerned, nankind was at
best just at the threshold of truly intelligent life. And this haughty woman had now
becone dependent on these |owy creatures.

"Way, naturally, it's Thora's desire to return to Arkon; but she sticks to our

agreenment. First we'll find the planet of eternal life and then we will return to Arkon.
Sorry, Bell, but | can't share your views. Rhodan is right, we nust first decipher the
nmessage of the imuortals. Not until then will we know what we nust do in order to unrave
the nystery of eternal life. It's a goal worth striving for, don't you agree?"

But before Bell could reply, atiny lanp lit up at the side of a visiscreen. At the
same tinme the dull surface began to gl ow

Rhodan flipped a switch. The face of a young nman appeared on the screen. Hs fair
hair contrasted sharply with his deeply tanned skin. His |ips were pressed together in
such a way that he seened perpetually to grin. But those who were familiar with Mjor
Conrad Deringhouse knew that he rarely snmled indeed. It just |ooked that way.

"Reporting to the commander!" said Deringhouse. "The |ast scouting party of
space-fighters has returned fromtheir reconnai ssance flight. Nothing special to report
fromthe Vega sector. Shall we keep up our surveillance activities the sane as usual ?"

"Yes, Deringhouse," Rhodan acknow edged with a friendly snmle, "keep up the good
wor k! You and Nyssen and the rest of your scouting group nustn't get rusty. Just keep
your eyes open." Rhodan narvelled at the enornous job it was to know at all tinmes what
was going on, on all the forty-two planets of the system It was so easy for alien space
travellers to land here unnoticed. And unfortunately, as he'd | earned by now, those
i nvaders didn't always cone with kind intentions. So he added, "Don't relax your
surveil |l ance, Deringhouse!"

"Okay, boss!" Deringhouse confirnmed. Then the screen grew dark again. A few minutes
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|ater, the small fighter planes would take off to carry out their patrols at the speed of
light. Back on Ferrol everybody could rest assured that no one would enter or |eave the
Vega system unnoti ced.

Rhodan turned to Bell. "You see, everything is quiet here, no i medi ate danger
threatening. Nothing prevents us fromwaiting in peace and quiet until we get the next
clue we need to cone nearer to the solution of the galactic riddle that the imortals
hat ched out nore than ten thousand years ago. You nust get used to the idea that tine
plays no role for those who live forever."

Perry Rhodan could not anticipate how soon this statenent would prove to be true. He
could not sense yet that tine would be the nost dangerous factor in the near future. How
| ucky Rhodan and Bell were to be unaware of that.

The even, nonot onous hum of the positronic brain underwent a slight change that did

not escape Rhodan's trained ear. He quickly waved off Bell, who was just about to reply.
Khrest was listening intently, too. Sonewhere behind the nassive walls, contacts and
rel ays began to click. Small lanps lit up on the console. Crackling noises canme fromthe

| oudspeaker system

For the first time in many weeks, the positronic brain was getting ready to nake sone
statenent. Wuld they now finally learn the meani ng of the encoded nessage | eft thousands
of years ago by those unknowns whose trail they pursued? A nessage destined only for
those intelligent enough to solve the galactic riddle? Wuld it bring an answer to the
guestion of where the planet of eternal |ife could be found?

Rhodan's hand trenbl ed i nperceptibly as he depressed the small | ever underneath the
red |anp. The light went out and clicking sounds started in the | oud-speaker. Then a
nmetal lic voi ce announced.

"Partial decoding of the nessage conpleted. Only the first part could be deci phered.
Transcribed witten text ready. Use the proper channels to obtain it. Continuing with
work for final decoding."

"A partial solution!"" Bell groaned. "That won't get us very far."

"Ch, shut up, Reg!"' Rhodan was trying hard to overconme his own di sappoi ntnent. "You
shoul d appreciate that we're finally getting to hear sonmething at |east."”

Rhodan' s hand noved across the controls of the positronic brain, pushing in several
buttons. Little lanps began to glinmer, others grew dark. Somewhere a ticking comenced.
A wi de slot opened. The three nen stared fascinated at this slot, from which they
expected the witten text to energe.

But it took alnobst two minutes until a strip of paper dropped fromthe opening onto a
snall table in front of the console, where Rhodan was standi ng. The type was | arge and
clear. Al read the text eagerly:

ONCE THE PLANET ON VWHI CH YQU
ARE NOW STAYI NG HAS ROTATED

21. 3562 TI MES AROUND I TS POLAR
AXI'S, THE | NSCRI PTI ON W LL FADE
AVAY. THERE- FORE HURRY | F YQU
WSH TO FIND THE LI GHT.

That was all.

Rhodan tried again to hide his disappointnment and worry; he had expected nore. But it
was one step forward, at |east. Wat was the neaning of this nmessage?

Ferrol rotated around its axis once every 28.23 hours. Shiptine on board the Stardust
was still reckoned according to the 24 hour day on Terra. Therefore 21.3562 Ferronian
days equal | ed 24. 700423 Eart h days.

"We found the nessage exactly three weeks ago in the vault below the Red Pal ace in
Thorta, Ferrol's capital," Rhodan el aborated. "That neans we have exactly three days and
15 hours left. O to be precise, the robot brain has that nmuch tinme left to deci pher the

rest of the nessage-or else it will disappear."”

Strange, Bell had been the pessimist just alittle while ago. And now, from one
nonent to the next, he turned optinist. Hs face was radiant with triunph. "WlI, so
what! | don't care if that cosm c inscription vani shes. W have captured it on film Even
if the original should disappear, we still have copies of it."

Rhodan | ooked at Khrest. For a nmonment it seened that Bell's argunents had nade all
doubts fade away. Khrest finally reacted to Rhodan's questioning gl ance.
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"My dear Bell, your mistake lies in thinking in a three-dinmensional manner. But that
does not work if you try to solve the puzzles of those whose ninds function on a
five-dinensional plane. If they say that this inscription will disappear at a given

nonent, this includes of course not only the original nessage but al so any copi es made of
it on filmor otherw se."”

Bell's face expressed disbelief. "But, Khrest, that's quite inpossible. How can these
imortals exert any influence on our photos? The two are separated from each other by a
nere di stance of thousands of years! How can you prove your allegation scientifically?"

"That's sinple, Bell," Rhodan intervened. "I understand what Khrest nmeant to say when
he bl anmed you for thinking in three-di nensional terns. These immortals think in a
five-dinensional way. Tine enters their view of the world and nat hematical thought in a
two-fold nanner: first in a formthat will perish forever once it has passed; that is the
fourth di nension. Then, on a changeable formlet's call it the fifth dinmension. A
processes of the galactic riddle take place in an automatic fashion. And such an
automatic limt is already built-in in this inscription. Once the tinme limt has passed,
an event in the past will be annulled. Therefore, the inscription of the message that our
positronic brain is supposed to decode will be totally cancelled out. And since the
nmessage never was witten, it can't exist either in present tinme-that neans, we could
never copy it. It sinply never existed at any nonment in tinme. You get it?"

Bell's hair stood on end, a sure indication how excited he was. His face mrrored the
fight going on inside him commbn sense was battling agai nst sonething inconprehensible.

"But that is-" he started to say.

Rhodan conpl eted his thought: "-something nonstrous, | adnit. But it is |ogical
neverthel ess. You can bet your life that the witing will disappear in three days and
fifteen hours-nothing will ever bring it back again."

"That's right," confirmed Khrest.

Bell grew calmer. His inborn intelligence plus the Arkoni de hypno-training that had
passed on to himthe entire body of know edge this ancient superior race possessed-these
two factors conbi ned made himrealized that there was nothing inpossible in the universe.
There was an explanation for everything, including therefore this seening contradiction.

"Well," he decided, "that |leaves us very little tine. Let's hope the big brain on the
Stardust will nmake it."

The Stardust was the giant spacesphere that once had been seized by a hostile warrior
race fromthe Arkoni des. Rhodan had recaptured the ship and thus assured his claimto
becone the commander of the gigantic battle cruiser. This ship, eight hundred yards in
di aneter, was the product of a civilization that nmade Earth appear in contrast like a
worl d inhabited by Stone Age nmen. The propul sion drive of the Stardust pernmitted space
junps across di stances of thousands of light-years with practically no | oss of actual
time. The ship disposed of audio-visual installations that made possi bl e instantaneous
conmmuni cation within a considerable part of the galaxy. The radio and |ight waves raced
directly through paraspace, rendering any distance totally immterial.

The Stardust was the acne of perfection dreanmed of by any human being. The positronic
robot brain was only a part of the ship.

"Let's hope that the brain will solve the problemfor us," said Rhodan. "Qherw se
our chase will come to an end and we can redeem our pledge. W will return Thora and
Khrest to Arkon."

"I"'mrather scared of that," declared Bell categorically.

"Frightened? O what?" Khrest wondered.

"The Stardust has filled us with plenty of inferiority conplexes. Wiat will happen
when we cone face to face with the marvels of Arkon, the pivot of the Arkonide gal actic
enpire? Let's be honest with each other, what is Earth conpared to Arkon?"

Khrest replied with deadly seriousness, A grain of sand-you are quite right."

There was a definite undertone of pity in his voice. Was it pity for Bell-or for
Eart h?

No one could have been able to tell for sure.

Three days went by. The positronic robot had not shown any further success in
deci phering the nessage. Not even partial results had been produced. The gigantic,
seeningly all-knowi ng brain remained silent.

On Ferrol, the eighth planet in the Vega system everything el se went according to
pl an. Deri nghouse was in charge of the patrol flights of his fighter planes. He sent
daily reports of their findings to Perry Rhodan. Except for Rhodan's forces and the
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native Ferrons, there was no sign of any intelligent |life in this system There was
nothing to indicate that alien outsiders fromother systens had becone aware of their
exi stence. The spacefighters carried out their routine patrols anong enpty and

uni nhabi t ed worl ds.

Meanwhi | e the Ferronian industry was working at full speed in order to produce
exchange goods intended for Earth. Rhodan planned to take them along on his next flight
to Terra and exchange them for Terrestrial products. Good trade relations had al ways been
the prerequisite for friendly relations anong the various races and nati ons. How nuch
nore inportant would such rel ationshi ps becone between the races of two worlds that
exi sted twenty-seven |light-years apart.

Still, Rhodan was secretly worried about Earth. The Ferrons had a uniform governnent.
They were rul ed by one man, the Thort. Earth, on the other hand-

Rhodan sighed. It was true that fear of the technol ogical superiority of the
Arkoni des, and consequently fear of Rhodan's own power, had united all the governnents of
the world and thus prevented the outbreak of an atomic war. But this union was only
partial. It had not yet brought about one-world governnent. Bel ow t he peaceful surface
hatred, distrust and national jealousy were still snoul dering.

Per haps the desired devel opnent toward the United States of the world would be
speeded up when nmanki nd coul d see the exanple of such a political arrangenent on Ferrol.
And i f necessary, thought Rhodan grimy, sone prodding fromhimmght help. In any case,
Earth nust be strong and united, against the day when the Arkoni des woul d di scover its
position. This he nust prevent at all costs, for there was the acute danger that the
decadent Arkonides would regard Earth and its inhabitants as a new colony of their star
real m

Rhodan sm | ed. He knew that things would turn out just the opposite way: Mnkind was
destined to fall heir to the Arkonide Gal actic Enpire!

He was sitting all alone in the control centre where the positronic brain was housed.

Anot her thirteen hours, then the time would be up. This could stretch out into an
eternity, if you were just sitting and had to wait patiently for the final result from
the robot brain. On the other band, considering that already twenty-four days had gone by
wi thout bringing to a successful conclusion the final deciphering of the all-decisive
nmessage-then thirteen hours seened a ridicul ously short period.

Rhodan |istened to the never-endi ng hum behind the nmighty Arkonide walls. The brain
was wor ki ng at nmaxi mum speed, unceasing in its efforts to figure out the text that had
been conposed ten thousand years ago.

Reginald Bell visited briefly toward noon, making sonme quite unnecessary renmarks. He
qui ckly departed. Khrest and Thora put in a brief appearance, urging Rhodan to i nform
them i medi ately about any results conmng fromthe positronic brain. Rhodan was glad to
nmake that pronise.

Anot her eight hours to go!

It was late in the afternoon. Rhodan had quickly eaten a bite but could not be
persuaded to interrupt his vigil. Two nenbers of the nutant corps kept himconpany, the
African teleporter Ras Tschubai, and Ralf Marten, the son of a Gernman father and a
Japanese nother. Both nen belonged to the generation that was born after the first atom
bonb expl osi ons on Earth. The parents' genes had been altered as a result of atomc
radi ation. In many cases this had a positive effect on their descendants: dormant brain
functions cane to life in these children. They possessed talents that seened |i ke nagic
to ot her nen.

Ral f Marten was the so-called teleoptician of the corps. He was capabl e of separating
his mind fromhis body, letting his nind take over the sense organs of other creatures.
He could see with their eyes, hear with their ears and even speak with their nouths.
During all this tinme his own body renained in a cataleptic state, fromwhich he did not
recover until he let his owmn mnd return into his own body.

Ras Tschubai was capabl e of transporting hinself over great distances by sheer
willpower. Hs body would denaterialise and then renmaterialise at any place he wanted to.
He was an excellent teleporter.

The corps conprised nany other nmutants: telepaths, telekineticists, listeners,
direction finders, scouts and frequency-seers. The nmutant corps was Rhodan's nost
reliable troop and nost val uabl e hel p whenever the necessity arose to represent mankind
in an encounter with those extraterrestrial races that possessed super-human qualiti es.

Ral f Marten and Ras Tschubai tried to hel p Rhodan while away the tinme during this
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nost trying period. "In case the robot brain should fail," said the African, with a

di sdai nful wave of his large hand, "not all will be lost. There are other tracks we can
foll ow up. Just renmenber the pyramd on the outer noon of the thirteenth planet. The
Ferroni an scientist Lossoshér discovered it. You said yourself that the inscription found
on this pyranmid represented a further step, even if it was only a detour that eventually
woul d | ead you nearer to your goal. Okay, so let's take this detour, if the direct route
proves to be too difficult."

"The direct route is the fastest way, Ras-we can't afford to waste any tinme. The
Arkoni des are getting inpatient. They want to return to their hone planet. W' ve been
putting themoff for years now Only their desire to find the planet of eternal life-a
wi sh we share with themhas so far kept themfrominsisting nore rigorously on their very
justified demands."

"We shouldn't give up hope yet," said Ralf Marten. "Let's hope the brain will cone
through in tine, even if twenty-four days have passed w thout nuch result."

"That's what's bothering ne," admtted Rhodan. "If twenty-four days were not enough
time to find the solution, what can it still acconplish in barely eight hours? It doesn't
| ook too good, |I'mafraid."

Ras Tschubai was just about to say sonethi ng when he suddenly changed his mnd. He
listened. The hum behind the walls sounded different now It grew stronger and nore
irregular. Several control lanps lit up. Wwole rows of [anps flashed in regul ar
intervals, as if they were trying to give sone signal

It was a signal indeed. A sharp dick came fromthe | oudspeaker. Then foll owed the
expressi onl ess voice of the robot brain, revealing neither passion nor triunph

FI NIl SHED DECODI NG THE MESSAGE
TEXT WLL BE G VEN I N WRI TI NG

Rhodan | ost not a second to inform Khrest and Thora as pronised. He al so call ed Bel
over the intercomto cone to the control centre.

While the three were on their way, and hurriedly entering the room the slip with the
text was expelled froma narrow slot in the console. The typed text could be clearly read
the very instant the paper energed fromthe positronic brain.

I F YOU KNOW SOVETHI NG ABOUT OUR LI GHT, YOU MJST SEEK
QUT THE ONE FROM VWHOM YOU OBTAI NED THI S KNOW.EDGE.

ONLY ONE PERSON WAS AMAZED BY THE MACHI NES OF KNOW.EDGE
- THIS WAS | N RECENT TI MES, JUST A FEW SECONDS AGO
ACCORDI NG TO MY CHRONOLOGY. SEEK HI M QUT AND ASK HI M

IF YOU WANT TO FIND HM THEN YOU MJUST COVE TO THE CRYPT
OF THE LI GHT, BUT DO NOT' COVE W THOUT SOVE | NFORVATI ON
ABQUT HI S PERSON. YOU WLL BE ASKED WHAT H S NAME | S.

Rhodan took the piece of paper and stared at the dearly printed letters that forned
conpr ehensi bl e words-yet their neaning was vague and mysterious. He read the text three
lines before he passed it on to Khrest, who in turn read it swiftly. Sonmething akin to
di sappoi nt nent swept across his features as he gave Thora the printed nessage. She
apparently could not make any sense out of the report either. Bell did not really give
her nuch chance to do so; he did not even take the trouble to ask her pernission. He
sinply grabbed the paper from her hands and devoured the fewlines as if his life
depended on it. H's disillusionnent was all the greater. He | ooked rather puzzled as he
returned the paper to Rhodan.

"I can't figure it out. Who is this person that you're supposed to find, Perry?"

"Right nowl'mat a loss, the sanme as you. But |I'mconfident that we'll soon know
what the imuortals have in mind with these words. Let's try to exam ne themfroma
| ogi cal point of view. The positronic brain could probably be of help here. But with sone
effort we can arrive at the nmeaning by ourselves. W're supposed to find someone who
recently expressed amazenent at the nachines of great know edge. Question: what are these
machi nes? And: what do the immortals understand by 'in recent tinmes, just a few seconds
ago according to my chronology'? First we'll have to clear up these two questions, if we
count on | earning whose nane they wish to hear fromus."

"The machi nes of know edge," renmarked Khrest softly,

could very well be the matter
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transmtters which are in the Ferrons' possession.”

Rhodan realised inmedi ately that Khrest had found the answer to the first part of the
guestion. The matter transmitters had been given to the Ferrons sonme ten thousand years
ago by an unknown space-travelling race. At that tinme the Ferrons were still a rather
primtive people who had done sone favour for the strangers whose spaceshi p had becone
stranded on the planet Ferrol. As a token of gratitude the strangers had presented them
with one of the marvels of their superior technol ogy. These nmatter transmitters were
still in excellent working order, although the Ferrons could not understand how t hey
functioned. Their construction was based on five-di nensi onal mathematics; they
transported matter through hyperspace.

Who had expressed astoni shnent about these instrunents? O better: Wio had been
amazed by them and when had this taken place?

"We must proceed | ogically and draw our concl usions,”" Rhodan said. "There is one clue

here: | nust seek out the person who first told me about the light. The light, of course,
represents immortality. You Khrest, originally spoke of this to ne. Your expedition had
started out several years ago to find the planet of eternal |ife. Therefore you're the

first key person to this puzzle. Now all we need do is to ascertain your source of
i nformation. "

"That's quite sinple, Perry," replied Khrest. "I |earned about this fromthe centra
master file back on Arkon. Qur scientific council entrusted us with the mssion to |ocate
the planet of immortality. Therefore, some records nust exist about this planet. They
shoul d go back to that era in our history when our ancestors were busy exploring the
uni verse. That is probably when they encountered the race of imortals, but our index
files contain the names of many thousands of expeditions. How can we be sure to pick the
ri ght one?"

"This shouldn't present too many difficulties, Khrest. W should concentrate our
efforts on those Arkonides that explored the inmediate vicinity of Earth sone ten
thousand years ago. They nost |ikely met up somewhere along the way with the i mortal s-or
found their trace. That particul ar expedition, or maybe several groups, nust be the sane
that built your base on the planet Venus, where they constructed the mightiest of all
exi sting positronic brains. W know that these Arkonides then settled on Earth, where
they nerged and becane part of the bl oodstream of humanity. Who knows what cat astrophes
hel ped al ong this process-perhaps Atlantis. W can assune with certainty that sonme report
nust have reached your hone pl anet-otherwi se no such records woul d have been registered
in your central file. And you, Khrest, and Thora, would never have been sent to Earth."

Thora nodded her head eagerly. "OF course, you're quite right! Now we nust find the
nane of that conmander who sent this report about his research expedition. W have no
choice now, we nust fly at once to Arkon and |l ook for this information in our centra
registry.”

Thora's voice was triunphant. Bell |ooked at the beautiful Arkonide woman with al arm
He coul d not nmake up his m nd whether he liked or hated her. He was suspicious of her
notives. Yes, she was beautiful indeed. Her white hair contrasted very effectively with
her | ovely tanned skin. Her reddish al bino eyes reveal ed wi sdom but al so arrogance. Was
she driven by the sane enotions as Terrestrials? Bell doubted it-but he might be quite
m st aken.

Rhodan smled. "You' re wong, Thora. |'msorry to have to tell you this. W don't
need to fly to Arkon in order to find out the nanme of that nan who sent this particul ar
report to the central file on Arkon those many years ago. That expedition nust no doubt
al so have been here in the Vega system But if they did not return hone, and stil
i nformed Arkon about their encounter with the immortals, then this news nust have been
sent fromthe base on Venus. And everything that happened there has been registered by
the positronic brain. You see, Thora, the solution to our problemis quite sinple: we fly
to Venus and ask the positronic brain there."

Thora had to agree, even though it did not nake her too happy. "Yes, very sinple,

Perry. And what will be the next step once you | earn that name?"
Rhodan pointed to the slip of paper that was lying on the little table in front of
the console. "The nmessage here tells nme what to do. I'Il nmenorize the name and then

descend once nore into the underground vault of the light on Thorta. The rest will follow
all by itself."

Bell could no longer restrain hinself. He had kept his nouth shut while Rhodan was
arguing with Khrest and Thora. But now he burst out full of excitenment. "We'Ill fly back
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to hone sweet hone then before we have to go down again into the crypt under the Red

Pal ace on Thorta. Does that mean we'll have to return also to that horrible machi ne hal
that nearly finished us off last time we followed the trail of the imortal s?"

"I would rather doubt that, Reggie. We'll just descend into the underground vault
then we'll wait and see. | think this time the unknown race ni ght have sone other riddle

in store for us to solve. Wo knows?"
Little did he know how right he was in his assunption.

2/ THE STORY OF KERLON

They were ready for takeoff. Destination: Earth. Rhodan had decided to | eave behind
on Ferrol a squadron of space-fighter planes under the command of Maj or Rod Nyssen,
together with fifty-four pilots. This nove offered a twofold advantage. The first
extraterrestrial conbined trading post and mlitary base of the New Power-as the alliance
bet ween Arkoni des and Perry Rhodan's group was known-was thus adequately protected.

Besi des, space was vacated in the giant hangars aboard the Stardust, which could now be
used to store huge quantities of Ferronian goods. These uni que and technol ogically
superior products, so far unknown on Earth, would be in great demand. Rhodan was certain
to make a trenendous profit on the first nerchandise to be inported to Terra froma far
di stant solar system And noney was al ways needed for further devel opnent and expansi on
of the New power.

The Stardust first went into orbit around Ferrol, the eighth planet of the Vega
system and then took off into the vastness of space. The Arkoni de spaceship cut across
the various orbital paths of the Vegan planets. It travelled at sinple speed of light.
Only several hours later it reached the depth of interstellar space, where the transition
could take place. O herwi se the ensuing shock to the space-tine structure mght have
endangered the orbits of the Vegan planets around the Sun.

The co-ordinates were set.

As usual, the crew was seized by a fanmi|liar sensation of excitenment that preceded the
transition. There was no actual danger but a junp through hyperspace was still an
awe-inspiring event for the sober nmind. Ship and crew would sinply cease to exist-at
least in the third dinension. Tine affected the event in two ways: while accel erating and
retarding, they would be transported through a di stance of twenty-seven |ight-years
within just a few hours and wi thout noticing anything.

The hyperjunp, however, would cause a wench in the structure of the entire universe,
whi ch would be transmtted sinultaneously everywhere without any loss of tinme. Certain
intelligent races existed somewhere in the depths of space. They had constructed
i nstrunents capable of registering and | ocating the origin of the warp rupture. These
war p- sensors constituted a threat for those who wi shed to renain undetected. For the tine
bei ng Rhodan preferred that no one would | earn of mankind' s exi stence.

Ther ef ore each hyperjunp represented a risk.

Everythi ng went off snoothly, as far as they could determi ne. They had no way of
knowi ng, of course, whether this warp rupture had been regi stered by soneone sonmewhere
out in space, perhaps a hundred or even ten thousand |light-years away. Al Rhodan coul d
do now was hope for the best.

The Stardust materialized again far outside the crew s native solar system Sol
appeared as a very bright yellowwhite star straight ahead in direct line of flight.
Rhodan sat up on his contour couch in order to see the sun on the viewscreen in the
Command Centre.

Bell entered. He had preferred to stay in his own cabin during the transition. "Is
that Sol ?" he inquired, pointing to the inmage on the visiscreen

Rhodan sinply nodded wi t hout speaking. He was busy typing navigational inquiries into
the computer's keyboard. The answers cane al nost instantaneously on perforated strips of
paper that flowed forth in a steady streamfromthe output slot. Rhodan inserted the
begi nning of this paper strip in the input of another conputer, which in turn eval uated
the results. The Stardust automatically was set on the correct course.

Venus was on the other side of the sun

Three hours later they passed Pluto. They established contact via radio with the
observation base on Pluto, which was on constant | ookout for the appearance of
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unidentified alien spaceships in order to report such occurrences at once to the centre
in Galacto-City on Terra. In case of such an event Col onel Freyt had been instructed to
i nform Rhodan by way of hyperwave radio.

In another ten hours Venus was visible as a bright crescent that grew constantly
|arger. Sol's second planet had turned out to be inhabitable for human beings. It was
hone to antediluvian giant reptiles and a species of senm-intelligent seals who lived in
the numerous oceans. The clinmate was tropical and hum d. The oxygen content of the air in
the | ow ands was sufficient for human beings, while the |Iighter hydrogen nade the upper
strata of the Venusi an atnosphere unfit for man. A heavy cloud cover shrouded the
pl anet's surface. There was frequent and heavy rain.

The at nosphere's carbon di oxi de content presented an additional difficulty. It was
hi gher than on Earth but not in critical concentrations. One Venusian day |asted two
hundred forty Earth hours. The gravity near the planet's equator was |ess than on Earth,
just 0.85 G s.

Ten thousand years ago the Arkoni des had established a giant base on Venus. They had
hol | owed out a huge nountain and then built their base inside. The Arkonides had | ong
si nce vani shed fromtheir Venusian stronghold but their technical installations and
robots had remai ned and now obeyed the commands of Rhodan and his friends.

In case a non-Arkoni de spaceshi p woul d approach the fortified nountain base, nighty
def ensi ve weapons were progranmed to ward of f the intruders. Nothing but the gigantic
fleet of a highly intelligent race, that had been schooled in nillennia of constant
war fare, would have even a chance to overcone the nmechani cal defence system of ancient
Ar koni des.

One of the entrances to the underground | abyrinth was | ocated on the high plateau of
the mountain. The Stardust was slowly approaching this relatively flat area. Invisible
probi ng rays exam ned the ship and pernitted it to cone in for a | anding.

Inside the nountain fortress was the giant positronic brain. It knew al ready that one
of the ships of its ancient builders was comning near.

Only Rhodan and Khrest had set foot on Venus. They intended to obtain information
fromthe omiscient robot brain. Meanwhile Reginald Bell was in charge of the Stardust.
Rhodan had i ssued orders that the giant spacesphere was to return to Galacto-City, the
New Power's main base on Earth.

Gl acto-City! The nost nodern netropolis of the world, built in the mddle of the
Gobi Desert on the Asian continent. Its site was on the very spot where a few years
earlier Rhodan had | anded upon his return fromthe first trip to the noon, acconpani ed by
Khrest and Thora, the two shipwecked Arkoni des whom he had rescued. Near the shores of
the Goshun salt |ake he had erected his first base, defying the violent protests of all
the governnments of the world. Now the base had grown trenmendously. Robots and autonated
robot nmachines had constructed this vast city surrounding the actual centre whose
val uabl e installations were protected by a permanent energy done. The entire area of the
New Power's real m covered sone twenty-four thousand square mles, protected fromthe
out si de world by Rhodan's arny.

These arnmed forces consisted of five hundred superbly trained soldiers equi pped with
Arkoni de weapons. They were ably assisted by sone five thousand Arkoni de robot sol diers,
programed to obey only Rhodan's orders or those of his authorized personnel.

Four battl eshi ps, huge spacespheres of Arkonide design, swift space-fighters, al
heavily arnmed, nade up the city's defence forces that served only one purpose to nmintain
peace!

The commander in charge of these forces during Rhodan's absence was Col onel Freyt,
who so cl osely resenbl ed Rhodan that he coul d have been ni staken for his brother.

Col onel Freyt was standing in Galacto-City's spaceport, awaiting the announced
arrival of the Stardust. As soon as the gigantic ship had safely settled on the ground he
started wal king over to the passenger exit. He gazed up at the spaceship that now | ooked
like an incredibly tall building. The convex hull of shiny netal arched upward reaching
into the blue sky. He cane closer and the netal wall was hangi ng al nost horizontally
above him The exit hatch opened and Reginald Bell's stocky figure appeared. He quickly
slid down the noving belt, alnost tunbling into the arns of his waiting friend.

"Wel conme hone, Reggie!" Freyt saluted a bit sloppily. "O to nake it quite official:
On behal f of the New Power we wel cone our M nister of Defence...Everything is okay here at
t he base."

"That's what | like to hear," roared Bell, slapping Freyt's back in a friendly
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greeting. "Rhodan and Khrest have remmi ned on Venus. Thora has returned with us. Here she
comes. "

Freyt was surely not the only man who took pleasure in | ooking at the beautiful
Arkoni de wonan, even if she conported herself in a cool, distant and haughty nanner
Still, she was a woman, and an extraordinarily gorgeous femal e at that.

"Wy are you staring at me, Colonel Freyt?" Thora inquired. "Have | changed so rmuch?"

"You just |ooked tanned, very beconing," Freyt stanmmered, enbarrassed. He was furious
at the same tine of Bell's inpertinent grin. "You feel fine, | hope."

"Thank you. | always feel great when | have a chance to get rid of that pest Bell for
a few days." Thora spoke in a condescending way. |'mlooking forward to not having to see
this Earthling as long as we're here in Galacto-City."

Bell kept on grinning broadly. He turned to Freyt. "She's true to form Have fun!
She' Il probably ask you to beat her beck and call. Show her a good tine in the city while
' m busy supervising the unloadi ng and | oadi ng of exchange goods for our Ferronian
allies.”

"Great! Everything is ready for you," Freyt replied gratefully. "As far as |'m
concerned you can start right away with that job."

"That can wait till tonorrow, ny friend. Were's the nearest bar?"
In the neantine sonme of the nutants had di senbarked, as well as Dr. Haggard and Dr.
Manol i, the two physicians. Freyt wel comed everyone, carrying on brief conversations wth

the returning crew, until the first transport gliders arrived. The unl oadi ng of the
ship's freight began i nmedi ately.

Freyt took Bell by the armand pulled himaside. "I have sone good news for Rhodan,"
he said nysteriously. "It won't be long now until we'll have one united governnent of the
worl d. Qur negotiations have progressed splendidly. Mankind still hasn't forgotten the

narrow escape we had sone tinme ago fromalien invaders. And to think that mankind was in
danger of exterminating itself! W were on the brink of an atomic war! Only their fear of
the boonerang effect of a total atomic war, of falling victimto a general hol ocaust,

prevented them fromjunping right into it. But now they seemto be willing to listen to
t he voi ce of reason."

"That's great news," conmented Bell. He was bursting with all the tall tales he | oved
to tell whenever he returned fromone of their space trips. "I haven't done so bad
nysel f, Freyt. |'ve solved part of the galactic riddle."

Freyt's face changed into a question mark. "What riddle did you say?"

Bell grinned. "That's a long story that's best told over a few drinks. Now take nme to
the nearest bar, pal. You know Rhodan believes al cohol is only fit to be used for
nmedi ci nal purposes. And | haven't been sick for a long tine!"

The netallic conveyor belts rolled eerily through the underground corridors of the
rocky fortress. The walls were illumnated by a faint glow. The hum of mighty generators
could be heard coning fromsonewhere. Fromtine to time Khrest and Rhodan were sliding by
the openings of some snaller side corridors that | ed deeper into the nountain base.
Silently and clunsily, robots noved al ongside the conveyor belt. They did not react when
Khrest and Rhodan passed by. Their probing rays received the brai nwave patterns of the
two nmen, checked and registered them These apparently harm ess | ooki ng machi ne creatures
woul d have qui ckly changed into death-dealing nonsters if these brai nwave patterns had
not been of the correct type.

One day had passed-one Earthday.

"I wonder whether we will get an answer today," ventured Khrest.

"Maybe," Rhodan replied. "W' ve done all we could. W' ve presented our questions and
all the necessary particulars to the positronic brain. Twenty-four hours are a long tine.
We should get a partial answer, at |east."

Once again they passed by a side corridor. They knew where it led: to the conpletely
aut omat ed conmand Centre of the defence installations. Fromthis point the entire planet
Venus coul d be defended agai nst whole fleets of attacking hostile ships. And perhaps even
the entire solar system night be protected this way.

Now t he conveyor belt slowed down. They were approaching their destination, the
centre that housed the brain. This positronic brain was simlar to that on board the
Stardust. It had the sane controls, yet it was much bigger, all enconpassi ng, omi scient.

Its nenories reached back for thousands of years.

In addition to that this brain on Venus had anot her inestinable advantage. It could
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conjure up thought inmages upon a screen. The observer could visually follow the
descriptions of events the brain was thinking about.

I f desired, one could thus see an actual filmc report of happenings thousands of
years earlier. Perhaps even, Rhodan thought, a bit frightened, a report comng fromthe
future.

Al'l these thoughts passed t hrough Rhodan's nind while the conveyor belt cane to a
standstill. They had arri ved.

The corridor ended in front of a big netal door. Khrest and Rhodan stepped up to it,
st oppi ng about one yard short of the door. They knew that they were bei ng observed and
exam ned at this point by invisible and nmechani cal eyes. Then the door slid noiselessly
open.

The entrance to the Conmand Centre of the positronic brain |lay wide open in front of
t hem

The light came on; everything was now brightly lit up ahead. The gi ant consol e cane
tolife. little |anmps began to glow, then grew dark again. Levers began to nove. The hum
frombehind the walls grew stronger. The positronic brain obviously nust have been
expecting them for hardly had they sat down at their |istening posts than the
| oudspeaker spoke up with its inpersonal nechanical voice:

THE | NFORVATI ON YOU SUPPLI ED HAS BEEN CHECKED
THE MEMORY BANKS HAVE G VEN THE DESI RED ANSWERS
THE RESULT WLL BE TRANSM TTED TO YOQU | N THE FORM
OF A FILM AT THE SAME TI ME YOU W LL RECEI VE A
SHORTENED VERSION IN THE FORM CF A WRI TTEN REPORT
IF YOU WSH TO HAVE A TAPE RECORD OF THI S REPORT,
PLEASE PUSH THE RECORDI NG BUTTON. THE REPORT W LL
START I N ONE M NUTE

The | oudspeaker fell silent.

Khrest | ooked at Rhodan. "Wat do you think?"

"Let's just watch the film Khrest. Al we really need is the nanme of the nan who
once upon a tine |anded on Ferrol and expressed astoni shnent at the sight of the matter
transnmtters. There's no record of this event in the Ferronian annals. They've never
mentioned to us that sonebody el se | anded on their planet after the imortal race had

been there. Secondly, we'll need to know the approximate date of this event. These, two
items will be covered in the short witten version of the report...The filmis about to
begin."

A wal |l panel had rolled aside and a picture screen appeared. The dull glass began to
gl ow softly, giving way shortly to an abstract col our design. This lasted just a few
seconds, then a true to |life three-Dfilmstarted to roll. It was an authentic film even
if it portrayed events that had taken place thousands of years ago. Three gi ant
spacespheres hovered in infinite space. They approached a sol ar systemat the speed of
light. They cruised about for a while and finally landed on the system s sol e inhabited
pl anet. There they were greeted with awe and reverence by the shy native popul ati on.

The tinny, nmechanical voice of the positronic brain carried on a running comrentary,
while the filmwas show ng.

9, 985 TERRESTRI AL YEARS AGO COMVANDER KERLON

AND H S FLEET OF THREE EXPLORATCRY SPACE

CRU SERS REACHED THE VEGA SYSTEM WH CH CONSI STED
OF FORTY- THREE PLANETS. A BRI EF SCOUTI NG TOUR
REVEALED THAT ONLY THE EI GHTH PLANET WAS | NHABI TED
BY | NTELLI GENT LI FE. KERLON LANDED AND WAS WELCOVED
BY THE NATI VES, WHO SEEMED SOVEWHAT FRI GHTENED OF
THEM SOON THE ARKONI DE ASTRONAUTS LEARNED THAT
THEY HAD NOT BEEN THE FI RST ' GODS' TO ARRI VE ON
FERROL ( THE NATI VES' NAME FOR THEI R HOVE PLANET) .
OTHERS HAD MADE AN EMERGENCY LANDI NG THERE. THE
NATI VES VWERE FRI ENDLY AND HELPED THEI R ' GUESTS,
WHO | N APPRECI ATI ON FOR THI S ASSI STANCE LEFT SEVERAL
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MATTER TRANSM TTERS BEHI ND. THE ARKONI DE EXPLORERS
HAD MERELY SOME THEORETI CAL KNOWLEDGE OF SUCH DEVI CES,
BUT HAD SO FAR BEEN UNABLE TO BUI LD THEM

Now t he fil m showed how the Ferrons |led the Arkonides to the matter transmtters.

KERLON EXPRESSED AVAZEMENT AT THE SI GAT OF THESE
TECHNI CAL MARVELS AND WANTED TO KNOW FURTHER

DETAI LS ABOUT THESE MACHI NES. THE FERRONS TOLD
THAT THEY HAD RECEI VED THEM AS A G FT FROM THOSE
BEI NGS THAT ' LI VED LONGER THAN THE SUN.' THI S WAS
I N REFERENCE TO THE RACE OF THE | MMORTALS. KERLON
WAS GREATLY ASTONI SHED BUT HE DI D NOT' REPORT THI S
I NCI DENT UNTI L MJUCH LATER TO THE CENTRAL. MASTER
FI LE ON ARKON. HE SENT THI S REPORT FROM THE SECOND
PLANET OF STILL ANOTHER SOLAR SYSTEM

THE THREE ARKONI DE EXPLORATORY VESSELS STARTED QUT
AGAI N AND VENT BEYOND THE VEGA SYSTEM THEN THEY
MADE A TRANSI TI ON JUMP THROUGH HYPERSPACE, COM NG
QUT AGAI N | NTO NORVMAL SPACE W THI N THE OTHER SOLAR
SYSTEM THERE THEY LANDED ON THE SECOND PLANET,
CALLED VENUS. KERLON AND H S MEN CONSTRUCTED A

G ANT BASE THERE AND SENT COFF DETAI LED REPORTS OF
THEI R TRAVELS TO ARKON. THESE REPORTS WERE DULY
RECEI VED, REGQ STERED AND RECORDED. LATER ON,
KERLON' S EXPEDI TI ONARY FORCES SETTLED TERRA, THE
SYSTEM S THI RD PLANET. KERLON MET H S DEATH WHI LE
FI GHTI NG THE SAVAGES OF A HUGE CONTI NENT. THI' S

| SLAND WORLD WAS LATER ATTACKED BY ENEM ES COM NG
FROM QUTER SPACE. AS A RESULT THI S CONTI NENT

PERI SHED, SI NKI NG | NTO THE OCEAN.

The nopnot one voi ce of the robot brain continued:

KERLON HAS LONG SI NCE BEEN DEAD. HE WAS THE FI RST
ARKONI DE TO RUN ACROSS THE TRAIL OF THE | MMORTAL
RACE - AND TO LOSE TRACK OF THEM AGAI N. KERLON WAS
ALSO THE FI RST ARKONI DE TO ENCOUNTER AND WONDER
ABQUT THE MATTER TRANSM TTERS AND TO SEND HOVE AN
ACCOUNT. FURTHER DETAI LS, HOAEVER, WERE LOST. THE
ARKONI DE POPULATI ON ON VENUS VANI SHED. ALL THAT
REMAI N THERE ARE THE ROBOTS AND ALL THE STORED

| NFORMATI ON.

The fil mwas over. The screen grew dark. The voice fell silent.

Rhodan renmmi ned seated in front of the qui escent robot brain. The humm ng sound from
behind the walls had ceased. Rhodan was pondering what he had just w tnessed. For the
first time he realized that an insurnmountable wall stood between himand the solution of
the galactic riddle. What use was it now to have | earned the nane of the man who had
wondered at the matter transnitters, if that sane nman had been dead for the past ten
thousand years Kerl on and Rhodan were separated by a millennial barrier of tine.

There was nothing to be learned fromthe Ferrons. The filmhad nade that quite clear.
They had lived in a primtive feudal society at the tine of the first Arkonide | anding on
Ferrol. The Ferroni an weapons consi sted of ol d-fashioned nuzzl e-|1 oaders, swords and
| ances. They wore suits of armour |ike nedieval warriors had done on Earth. No nmenory of
this second encounter with alien visitors had survived. The natives had probably been too
preoccupied with internecine warfare and strife.

"Now we know this man's nanme-Kerlon-but that is all. Wat next, Perry?" Khrest's
voi ce sounded rat her discouraged.

Rhodan abruptly stood up. "W'Il see. After all, they didn't ask for anything el se,
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just the name of that man. That's what we were supposed to find out and we did. W'll get
our next answer inside the vault in the Thort's palace on Thorta. W'll fly back to Earth
now and fromthere we'll return to Ferrol. W' |l discover there whether we've |ost the
trail to the planet of eternal life or not."

Khrest al so rose. "The auxiliary vessel is waiting outside the fortress to bring us
back to Earth. |I'm | ooking forward to seeing your honme planet once again, Perry."

Rhodan gl anced qui zzically at the Arkonide scientist but the latter's voice had been
totally devoid of sarcasm

Reginald Bell was in his el enent.

He had to select two hundred nen from anong the soldiers and specialist workers of
the New Power. From now on they were supposed to serve on the Stardust. This would
i ncrease the nunber of the spaceship's crewto five hundred. Added to this nunber was the
Mut ant Corps and the inner circle of command.

It was a difficult task to decide which of the nany volunteers were nost qualified to
becone nmenbers of the Stardust's crew. One of the criteria, Rhodan had decreed, was the
vol unteers' marital status. They should not have strong fanmily ties. Married people were
out therefore.

But this did not apply only to nmen. Nunerous fenal es were chosen for service on the
Stardust. All had to be single. Al that mattered then were their professiona
qualifications as wireless operators, electronic specialists or chem sts. From now on
wonen physici ans and technicians woul d work aboard the spaceship and help to represent
the human race on interstellar trips. Bell noticed, not wthout satisfaction, that the
mal e menbers of the old crew accepted this newregine with definite signs of approval

Bel|'s strenuous task came to a sudden end with Rhodan's return from Venus. Since the
unl oadi ng of Ferronian and | oadi ng of Terrestrial goods had been conpleted in the
meantime, nothing stood in the way of the Stardust's departure.

Three days after Khrest's and Rhodan's arrival on Earth the Stardust was ready for
t akeof f .

The Stardust shot up once again into the blue skies that envel oped Earth with a
mant| e which hid from human eyes the terrifying loneliness and i nmensity of the universe.
The ship fl ew beyond Pluto, using sinple speed of light, soon reaching the point of
transition.

The gigantic sphere suddenly started to oscillate as if it were surrounded by an
envel ope of hot air. Soon everything vani shed from sight.

The shockwave, resulting fromthe warp di sturbance of the space-tine structure, was
propagated w th uni nagi nabl e speed throughout the universe, reaching its very edges
wi t hout any | oss of tine.

But inside the universe lived i nnunerable races on innunerable planets. And once
agai n Rhodan was fearful that one of these races night possess sone instrunents
resenbling the Arkoni de warp-sensors and therefore woul d becone aware of the Stardust's
hyperj unp.

This nost certainly would cause themto wonder as to the origin of this transition
t hrough hyperspace.

3/ BATTLE I N THE PAST

The Thort, ruler of all Ferrons, seened greatly inpressed by the goods Rhodan had
brought along fromEarth. H's trade organi zati ons did splendid business with the
Terrestrial merchandi se. Thus both he and Rhodan were highly satisfied with the financi al
success of these transactions. The first interstellar trade relations between the two
races had been establi shed.

Rhodan charged Maj or Deri nghouse to supervise the unloading of the goods. Rhodan was
restless. He realized this was due to the uncertainty about their real mssion: the
solving of the galactic riddle. Hardly had Deringhouse |eft, when Rhodan sunmoned Bel |,
Khrest, Thora, Dr Haggard and John Marshall, the tel epath. Nothing would prevent himfrom
descending this very day into the crypt underneath the Red Pal ace.

However there were a few itenms he wanted to discuss first with his closest
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col | aborat ors.

"You all renenber the decoded nessage," Rhodan began, and held up the paper
containing the text which barely a week ago the positronic brain had translated for them
"There are three points in it for us to consider. To begin with, the imortal s speak of
seconds that have passed. W may safely assunme that these seconds have | asted exactly
al nrost ten thousand years. Next: the nessage ordered us to find the man who had wondered
about the nachines of knowl edge and to ask him This presents us with a problem what was
nmeant by that? We did find that man, at | east we | earned his nane. But how can you
guestion sonmeone who has been dead for these past ten thousand years? |I'mafraid that
this part of the galactic riddle will defy solution. Finally the nessage tells us to cone
down into the underground vault in order to interrogate that nman. This nust be
interpreted to nean that there is sone possibility to talk to a dead man via the fifth

di mension. Don't ask me how this works - | really don't have an explanation for it.
Anyhow, we will soon find out. For |I'mnot descending into the crypt w thout know ng the
nane of the man, Kerlon. There is still sone point in that nessage that has aroused ny
curiosity..

Rhodan stopped for a nonent and | ooked at his friends. Thora was listening intently
and Rhodan thought he detected a trace of adniration in her eyes. Khrest remai ned quiet,
as did Haggard and Marshall. Only Bell was wiggling in his seat as if he could no | onger
contain his inpatient feelings. There was a nute request in his eyes to wind up the whole
affair as fast and painlessly as possible.

Rhodan did himthat favour.

"The exact wording of the nmessage was: ...just a seconds according to nmy chronol ogy.
The enphasis here is on the word ny. The |ogical conclusion therefore is that there is
only one inmortal being!"

Absol ute silence reigned in the cabin for a long tine. Khrest |ooked as if he had
been suddenly sentenced to death. Thora's nouth stood slightly open in anazenent at this
announcenent and Bell stared wi de-eyed, utterly perpl exed.

Haggard and Marshall were the first to break the silence. Both spoke at the sane
time: "Only one immortal being! That's a paradox! |npossible!”

"Possi ble!" Rhodan replied coldly. "It is absolutely within the realmof possibility

and | will tell you why. Way back when the inmortals | anded on Ferrol they were stil
existing as a race. Then, for unknown reasons, they decided to emigrate fromthe system
At the sane tinme sone catastrophe befell them which brought about the extinction of their
race, despite their inmortality. Only one of themsurvived. He did not want to keep the
secret for himself and decided to find a worthy successor. He devised the galactic
ri ddl e. Whoever could solve it would be rewarded with the secret of eternal life.
He set the trail, probably later than we originally assunmed. W found his trail and have
been pursuing it ever since. As far as |I'mconcerned, there's nothing paradoxical nowin
speaking of the "inmortal" rather then referring to his whole race that lived | onger than
the sun. Their sun nust have set nuch too soon for them"

"Only one imortal being," Khrest murnmured pensively. "Your explanation, Perry, is
nore than fantastic. It is nonstrous!”

"What kind of a creature would that be?" Thora asked softly. "A creature that poses
riddles that denmand extraordinary intelligence to solve - and not only that: whose
solution requires the know edge of gigantic brains? A being that has control over tine?"

"Yes," Rhodan agreed. "It is capable of controlling time. And this is what renders it
imortal. W will go down to the underground vault and request an answer. |'d like you to
acconpany ne. Today!"

Khrest denurred. "Wthout the nutants?"

"We'I'l take al ong John Marshall, the telepath. Perhaps al so our telekineticist, Anne
Sl oane. "
"How about our robot?" Bell interjected.

Everyone knew who was neant by that. They had trai ned one of the Arkonide robots by
connecting him directly to the positronic brain. He had thus becone capabl e of
five-di nensi onal thought. The i mmeasurabl e nenory banks and | ogi sma-gears had turned him
into a super-intelligent machi ne creature who had becone an indi spensabl e nenber during
their search. No one could predict what energenci es they m ght encounter.

"Al'l right then," Rhodan finally gave his consent. "This tine the foll ow ng people
wi || acconpany ne: Khrest, Bell, Marshall, Anne Sl oane, Dr Haggard and the robot. Thora,
woul dn't you like to join us this tinme?"
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Their eyes nmet. Rhodan recogni zed that she would prefer to acconpany hi mout of sheer
defiance. But then her feninine prudence won out. "Since Khrest is going along with you,
| suppose it will be wiser for nme to stay behind. Sort of a precautionary neasure, a
safety device."

Bel | suggested: "Wy shouldn't a few nore of the nutants cone with us? At | east our
tel eporter Ras Tschubai. Perhaps also Ralf Marten. He's always conpl ai ning that he has to
stay too nuch in the background."

"Ckay with nme," Rhodan agreed shortly. "WIIl you please informthe others. Qur matter
transmtter to the Red Palace will accommpdate just nine persons. W'll leave in thirty
m nutes."

Ages before, the imortal, whose trail they were trying to track down, had erected a
ray-vault beneath the palace of the Ferronian ruler. The vault was invisible to the naked
eye. It was fornmed by beans of rays, consisting of the waves of far distant radio stars.
The Arkoni de generator was the only machi ne capabl e of neutralizing these waves. It
caused the crypt to materialize in present tine and to take on three-dinmensional form

Rhodan pushed the button to start the generator. Al npst instantaneously their
envi ronment changed. Were shortly before had been nothing but a vault steeped in
sem darkness, a glistening cone had appeared. It seened to have cone from nowhere.
Gradual ly the gl owi ng ray-cone di ssolved. Now objects becane visible inside the |arge
underground hall. Yet the matter transmtter was not anong them

In the spot where fornmerly the transmtter had stood was now a chair. It was poised
on a low dais. The chair seenmed to beckon one to sit down init. It was the only object
t hat now remai ned where the cone had been

Rhodan del i berated briefly, then concluded: He was supposed to sit down in this
chair, of course! The rest would follow by itself. The chair would supply the first
answer they were seeking.

Khrest, too, had recogni zed the significance of the chair. "This chair represents the
link to the immortal. Anyone of us can take a seat in it, Rhodan, for we all are fanmliar
with the nane of the man in the past who expressed anazenent."

"I'"l'l doit," said Rhodan. "If anyone has to take a risk, | prefer to be the one.
Khrest, you wait here with the others. (Cbserve closely whatever will take place. Cone to
ny assistance if necessary."

Bel | obviously wanted to nake a conment but held hinself back. Hs |lips were pressed
tightly together. Fine perspiration beaded his forehead.

"And in case you should vanish from.?" Ras Tschubai asked.

Rhodan qui ckly glanced at the African. "Then you'll follow ne. After all, that's what
tel eporters are here for."

The African smiled quizzically. "I can surnmount space but not tinme."

Rhodan did not reply. He straightened up with deternination and wal ked over to the
chair. In the few seconds it took himto reach the chair, all details about it becane
i mprinted on his nind.

The seat was not upholstered, it was just a snooth nmetal surface. The back consi sted
of metal, too. It seenmed to blink at himmaliciously. The plunp | egs were anchored to the
ground. The seat was unusually thick and massive.

Rhodan stood in front of the chair. He hesitated.

What woul d happen when he sat down in it? The nessage had warned himand insisted he
come here only if he knew the nane of the person who had wondered about the transmitter
Al right, he did know that nane. So he qualified in that respect.

He took one last step and clinbed upon the podium Then he sat down in the chair.

The netal felt warmto the touch, as if sonmeone had been sitting in it a short while
ago. That was all he felt. But while Rhodan was still waiting for something to occur,
thi ngs began to happen lightning fast, taking himby surprise.

A hum started bel ow; the machi ne began to operate. The entire subterranean hall began
to vibrate. An energy screen lit up simultaneously. It envel oped Rhodan and the chair
with the podium Rhodan perceived Khrest, Bell and the others as frombehind a thin veil,
but all sounds had ceased abruptly. He was all alone under the energy done, totally cut
off fromthe outside world, although he could still see it. Then even this vani shed.

It grew dark around him Only the energy done shed a weak fluorescent |ight, not
enough to nake things recogni sabl e. Rhodan becane aware that sone alien force began to
invade his mind. He resisted this attenpt instinctively but soon abandoned it. It would
have been senseless to avoid the questions that were being posed to his subconsci ous. He
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did not even know whet her he would be able to answer them His resistance died down fully
once he realised that it could only harmhimto continue to offer it. Wth a sense of
wel | -being he felt how the unknown entity suddenly and conpletely took possession of his
m nd.

This | asted but a few seconds, then it becane |ight again, while at the sane tine the
energy screen di sappeared. The vibration below the nmetal seat stopped; the hum ceased.
Rhodan peered into the eagerly questioning faces of his friends.

"Where have you been?" asked Bell. "You di sappeared from view. "

"So did you." answered Rhodan, and rose fromhis seat. He remmi ned standing next to
the chair; he could not tell exactly why. What hel d hi m back?

It came to himin a flash: the answer! Were was the answer the immortal had
prom sed?

Meanwhi | e the others crowded around him Khrest and Bell both inquired excitedly:
"What happened?”

"I couldn't say for sure what was taking place but | assune that sonething thoroughly
exam ned nmy nenory. The inmmortal -or his creation-nmust have found out by now that | know
the nanme of the man who ten thousand years ago was surprised to see matter transmtters
that operate on the fifth-di nensional principle on the prinitive, sem -barbaric planet
Ferrol. That was the condition the inmortal had requested us to fulfil. W did our part,
now it is up to himto show us the next step."”

Now Haggard, Marshall and Anne Sl oane had cone quite close. Al so Ras Tschubai, Ralf
Marten and the robot. Rhodan was standing in their nidst.

This was exactly the nonment the invisible, nysterious nechani smseened to have been
waiting for. Very slowy, silently, the solid floor of the underground vault began to
sink down. The rock walls appeared to slide upward. The seven nen, Anne Sl oane and the
robot were standing on the platformof an el evator that kept steadily descendi ng.

"Hope it'll turn out all right," Bell muttered under his breath. "W should all have
gotten off as long the going was good. They certainly gave us plenty of time for that."

"That was on purpose!" Rhodan remarked reproachfully. "Haggard expl ai ned once that
the immortal who intends passing on to us the secret of eternal life is not solely
interested in howintelligent we are but also want a to nmake certain of our physical and
psychic qualifications. This is just another test."

Bell did not reply. Apparently he realized that Rhodan was right.

In the neantine the platformcane to a standstill. Now the four rocky walls began to
recede and the space, deep below the original vault, increased steadily in size. Suddenly
a block cane into sight, as if conjured up out of thin air. The block stood in the niddle
of the otherwi se enpty room

A metal bl ock

Li ght canme on. It was everywhere, in the walls, in the ceiling. The hall was
cube- shaped, each side about ten yards long. The ceiling was now separating themfromthe
shaft above. They were totally cut off fromthe outside world. Eight persons and a robot
were sitting in a prison, in the nost perfect trap
The netal cube!

Their attention was at once drawn to it. O course, for there was nothing el se to be
seen in this isolation cell

Rhodan' s probi ng eyes noticed that this cube showed the sane well -known
irregularities they had previously encountered.

The hi erogl yphs and synbolic script of the immortals! They were clearly visible on
the nmetal cube's side facing them Was this inscription to be their next clue?

"How can we deci pher these |ines?" wondered Khrest. "I have firnly anchored the
synbol s i n ny photographic nmenory. But how can we get to the positronic brain fromhere
to decode the nessage? And how woul d we get back here agai n?"

Rhodan did not answer himdirectly. He sinply turned around and notioned to the
robot. The marvel of Arkonide technology reacted i medi ately. Markon cane cl oser.
Silently he waited for his orders.

"You see this inscription on the netal cube?" asked Rhodan."

"Yes, sir."

"Decode it and then let us have the text of that nessage."

“"Yes, sir."

The robot focused his eyes, optical |lenses, on the nysterious inscription. Then the
robot, created in the inage of his Arkonide buil ders, stood stockstill. Inside his neta
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body rel ays began to click. Contacts were nmade, new currents flowed into so-far unused
regions of the small positronic brain. The inscription was photographed, then relayed to
the proper parts of the brain to be decoded.

Bel | showed inpatience. "Who knows if he'll succeed? And what will happen to us here
in case he fails?"
"Wrrywart!" It was John Marshal |, disapproving |loud and clear.

"What' s that?"

"Cut it out!" ordered Rhodan. "Let Markon get on with his work!"

In the background, Ras Tschubai and Ralf Marten carried on a whispered conversation
The teleporter was greatly tenpted to try escaping their prison by sinple
demat eri alisation. But he did not dare to experinent w thout Rhodan's express conmand.
After all, their prison chanmber m ght be shut off fromthe outside world not nerely by
wal I s of rock but perhaps a tine barrier or even a five-dinensional field. And these he
could not penetrate.

The robot started to nove. He turned around, fixing his rigid optical |ens-eyes
directly on Rhodan's face. "The inscription was easy to decode. Here is the nessage: Now
seek out the man whose nanme you know. Only he possesses what you need in order to find
the way to the Light. Do you know the neaning of tine?"

The robot fell silent. Rhodan waited a nonent before he inquired: "Is that all there
is to the nessage?"

"That's the text of the entire inscription on the tine-transforner, sir."

Rhodan felt thunderstruck. His heart skipped beats, once, twice, three tinmes. Then
t he bl ood streaned with renewed force back to his heart. He shuddered.

"What did you say, Markon? What is that over there?"

Rhodan pointed to the nmetal block in front of them

The robot answered unenotionally: "A tine-transfornmer, sir. An instrunent capabl e of
mani pul ating the fourth and fifth dinensions. It serves the sane purpose in
fifth-di mensional mathematics as a conputer does in three-di nensional calculations.”

What can be acconplished with such a tine-transforner, Mrkon?"

Bell, who had pressed forward, seened to detect a trace of irony in the usually
di spassi onate voice of the robot.

"Transformtine, sir. \Wat el se?"

"The joke's on us. That tin can is making fun of us!" Bell conmented furiously."It
pretends a tinme-transfornmer is nothing nore than an abacus for little kids to learn to
add and subtract."

"Shut up, Reg!" Rhodan snapped at his friend. It was rare that he |l ost his tenper.
"And if you have sonmething to add to the discussion then nake sure it will be sonething
hel pful, otherw se keep quiet."

Rhodan agai n addressed the robot: "You said the machine's purpose is to transform
ti me? Does that nmean this block is a tinme machi ne?"

"You might call it that, if you wish, sir. But a tinme-transformer is different from
normal time machines. You cannot step into it and then travel forward or backward in tine
to whatever era you select. Atransformer is set specifically for one certain date. It
will take you to this tine and then back again to the present. | amtheoretically
acquainted with the transfornmer's working principle."

"Which direction will this transformer take?"

"Into the past, sir."

Khrest had stepped up to Rhodan. "Things are getting clearer now, Perry. Up there
while you were sitting in that chair, the inmortal ascertained that you knew t he nane of
the Arkonide conmander. As a result, we were pernmitted access to the tine-transfornmner.
There is no objection against bringing along your friends. Now this machine will carry us
back in tinme, to give us the opportunity to neet Kerlon. For, according to the nessage,
Kerlon is the one who possesses what will show us the path to the Light. Wiatever this
unknown thing mght be, we don't know yet. We'll have to find it and then take it away
fromhim"

Bell and the nmutants kept staring silently at the netal cube. It was a weird
sensation to think that this inconspicuous |ooking netal piece should be able to
transport themten thousand years back into the past. Only the robot, incapable of
experiencing enotions, renained undi sturbed. Quietly it awaited whatever m ght conme next.

"How does this transfornmer function, how can it be activated?" Rhodan | ooked
inquiringly at Khrest. "I can't find any controls."
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The robot reacted at once and answered in place of Khrest: "The tine-transforner is
connected to the automatic nechanismin the vault. Qur path has been preset. W cannot

influence it in any way. | would say that we are already travelling backward in tinme."
Startl ed, Rhodan | ooked around the room The others reacted sinmilarly. Nothing seened
to have changed in their tenporary prison. They nust still be sonmewhere underneath the

vault of the Thort's Red Pal ace.

O maybe not?

But before they could continue with their deliberations, sonething strange happened.
Rhodan, Khrest, Bell and several of the nutants had al ready experienced it when they were
in the hall of nmachines during the first stage of the galactic riddle. As before, they
were seized once nore by a sensation resenbling horror, when the immortal's voice,
preserved across thousands of years, spoke to them again out of the void.

It was a voice without sound, a nute, urging voice, that penetrated directly into the
group's ninds and therefore needed no translation.

It was a new nessage:

"I am speaking to the one who has followed ny trail this far. Wien you arrive, be on
guard; don't let yourself get killed. No one will cone to your assistance; you nust help
yourself. And only if you find Kerlon, and with himthat which will show you the way to
the Light, will you be able to return to your own tinme. Wait for a period of exactly
three days, not nore nor less. Only then will the machine bring you back again. | hope
you will succeed in this task. | have been waiting for such a long tine al ready."

From the di stance they coul d suddenly hear vague noi ses. Rhodan thought he recogni zed
shouts and screans, internmingled with the clanging of arns, as if people were fighting
each other with swords. From sonewhere canme the roar of an expl osion

The wal | s of the dungeon began to change.

The snooth rock surfaces gave way to roughly hewn boul ders. Over to the side where
the entrance to the crypt had been could be seen a crude wooden door, |ocked fromthe
i nside by a heavy bolt. Floor and ceiling, however, renmined the sane.

The tinme-transformer stood in the sane place as before. Nothing had changed there.

The noi se grew stronger outside. Yelling and screaning mnmingled with new expl osi ons.
Shout ed conmands coul d be heard fromcl ose by. Metal crashed on netal.

"I'mafraid," said Khrest, "we |landed right in the niddle of sone altercation
According to our records, Ferrol was torn by strife at that tine- today, rather. If
i ndeed we're now in the past, we nmust count on getting involved in these battles."

"Don't let yourself be killed-those were the inmortal's warni ng words," remn nded
Rhodan. "1'm gl ad we thought of taking al ong sone weapons."

"Not enough, as far |'m concerned," conplained Bell, stroking the handle of his
Arkoni de pul se-ray gun. "W shoul d have brought al ong our special Arkonide protective
suits, the psycho-ray gun, perhaps also the gravity-nullifier."

"Even ol d-fashi oned magazine rifles would be enough here to keep whole arm es at
bay." Rhodan sounded rather confident. "They're hardly acquainted with fire-arns yet, at
best, sone nuzzl e-loaders. Qur ray guns should do the trick to prevent potential enem es
fromdoing us in. But we nust defend our lives at all costs. After all, we'll be fighting
agai nst peopl e who have been | ong since dead. Ten thousand years ago, that's a long tine!
It seens weird to ne!"

"Absol utely crazy! Spooky!" agreed Bell.

The battl e noi se outside grew weaker. It seened to nove away.

"W have three days," Rhodan said in a matter-of-fact tone. "I don't know if our
wat ches are right but it should now be five o' clock in the afternoon according to Earth
time. W have three days. | don't know at what tine we arrived here but |'m confident
that the imortal will have arranged matters in such a way that we'll have sufficient
opportunity to |l ook for Kerlon and to neet him Wat |'m supposed to tell this commander
of the Arkonides is still rather foggy. Khrest, do you have any suggestions?"

The Arkonide scientist slowy shook his head. "Nothing is known in our history of a
successfully executed trip through tine. Since Kerlon sent his report from Venus, which
he reached after having been on Ferrol, and since he didn't nmention anythi ng about havi ng
encount ered human bei ngs or Arkonides comng fromthe future, it stands to reason that we
didn't tell himanything about it.or rather we aren't going to do so."

"We'll see. Reg, open that door!"

It was easy to push back the bolt. The door swung open to the outside. Very little
dayl i ght canme through the narrow wi ndow slots. Wde stone steps |led upstairs, ending in a
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wi de corridor. It was brightly lit by sunlight.

Three nmen in shining suits of armour were lying on the floor. Rhodan saw at once that
they were dead. A terrible fight nust have taken place here recently.

"Unpl easant chronol ogical era." Bell was visibly shaken. Cautiously he pulled his ray
gun fromhis belt. Wth his thunb he adjusted it to weak intensity. That way a direct hit
woul d mean a nost unpl easant el ectrical shock without killing the victim

Marshal | had drawn his handgun too. He never went without it.

"Ras, you check out the lay of the |land. Be careful -di sappear the nonent you neet
anybody. Find out who the occupants of the Red Pal ace are and especially if the fleet of
the three Arkonide ships has |anded already. We'll wait here for your return."

The African teleporter |oosened the gun in his belt and started concentrating. The
others watched in fascination as his figure grew hazy and finally vani shed. They knew
that he was rematerialising the sane instant sonewhere above in the Red Pal ace.

Waiting for his return was a nerve-racking affair.

Ras Tschubai had readied hinself for a short junp.

Before he would rematerialise, he was unable to see where exactly this would take
pl ace. This had often resulted in dangerous situations for him Hi s only sal vati on had
al ways been to take off inmediately again for a new junp.

As he opened his eyes-he had concentrated on the throne roomof the Thort-he started
falling right away. Deep bel ow he saw the towers and battlements of a | ow castle that
bore no resenblance at all to the future Red Pal ace. Men in breastplates and arnour stood
at firing ports, firing away with heavy nuskets at their enemes, who tried to stormthe
castle. Sone eneny warriors were about to clinb up | adders | eani ng agai nst the heavy
wal I's. Inside the courtyard there was hand-to-hand fighting. The attacking forces were
about to overrun the defenders of the castle.

Ras could not waste any time, unless he wanted to crash to the ground. He
demat eri al i sed quickly and | anded safely the sane instant a nmile away fromthe castle.

He set foot on the ground on a low hill. From here he could easily survey the
surroundi ng area without rising. detection by the barbari ans.

He had an uni npeded vi ew of the castle, which was besieged by a mghty arny. In a
little valley off to the side he could see the canp set up by the supply colums of the
attackers. There were brightly burning canp fires; large aninmals were roasting on the
spit. Primtive tents |lined the banks of a little brook, well protected fromthe eneny's
view by trees and bushes. Well-armed soldiers patrolled the entire area.

Ras heard sone noi ses coning from behind. Quickly he turned around. The slightly
undul ating hill was overgrown with grass and occasi onal clunps of bushes that offered
excel l ent cover to an approachi ng eneny.

There were four nen trying to reach the summit, creeping close to the ground,
avoi di ng any unnecessary noi se. They wore no arnour and this distinguished them
i medi ately fromthe nenbers of the two fighting parties.

Wel I, thought Ras to hinmself even then there were the so-called neutral forces who
hel ped whi chever party was victorious.

The four nen wore | eather jackets and narrow trousers of the same material. They were
bar eheaded but their long dark hair provided sufficient protection against heat or cold.
Their arnms consisted of |ong spears and short broadswords. Fl at shields had been fastened
to their backs with I ong |eather belts.

Ras | ooked calmy in their direction. He was holding his ray gun in his hand. He was
determ ned to di sappear fromthe scene only in case of extrenme energency. He didn't want
to return enpty-handed to the cellar in the castle. Perhaps he coul d make hinsel f
understood with the few sentences of New Ferronian he had | earned back on Ferrol.

The four nmen were wal ki ng upright now, for they nust have noticed that their attenpts
at conceal nent had failed. Filled with suspicion, they held their spears ready, while
they still kept their hands off their swords. Their eyes expressed amazenent at the oddly
dressed stranger who | ooked at them wi thout fear.

As soon as the four nmen had cone within ten yards. Ras rai sed both hands.
"Stop!" He shouted to make sure they could hear himclearly. "I want to talk with
you. "

The four Ferrons halted. They seened to have understood his words. Their spears were
still held in their hands, ready to be thrown. They seened puzzl ed; they didn't know what
to make of this stranger. He bel onged neither to the defenders nor to the attackers of
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the castle. Who could he be, then?

"Who are you?" asked a bushy-bearded Ferron.

Ras was astoni shed that he coul d understand himso well. This dialect differed only
slightly fromthe way the Thort had spoken; it rem nded hi m sonewhat of the |anguage used
by the Sichas, the half-wild nountain tribes of Ferrol

Could it be that he was confronting the forefathers of the Sichas here?

"Si cha?" Ras asked qui ckly.

The bearded man nodded his head, evidently rather puzzled. He | owered his spear

gently until its point touched the ground. "You-friend?" he wanted to know.

Now Ras in turn nodded yea in answer. After all, why shouldn't he be a friend of the
Si chas? He pushed his ray gun back into his belt and wal ked toward the nen, his bare
hands stretched out to show his good intentions. Still he didn't forget to hold hinself

ready for an instantaneous junp in case the Sichas should undergo a sudden change of
heart.

The bearded Sicha returned the gesture of friendship and firmy pressed the African's
hand. The three other nen, too, shook hands with himand quite openly expressed anazenent
at the strange | ooking weapon in his belt. Ras could fully appreciate their curiosity.

"Wt are living over there in the nountains," the | eader said, pointing to a nountain
range far away on the horizon, only dimy visible in the haze. The setting sun was
sinking closer to the nountai ntops. "Many wars now. W keep peace."

"Who i s nmaki ng war?"

It turned out to be quite difficult for Ras to get the essential point of their
confused expl anation. The four nen talked all at once, resorting occasionally to sone
| ocal vernacul ar unknown to Ras. But finally he could piece together a picture of the
situation.

The owner of the castle was a count, who ruled over this region. H s neighbour,
anot her count, challenged his claimto power. The current battle was the third attenpt to
west the castle fromthe rightful owner. The outcone of the fight seened not to be in
his favour. The Sichas did not directly join in the conflict but in their own way took
advantage of it. They robbed the fallen warriors of their weapons and arnour, of even
attacked soldiers of either side who ventured out alone into the difficult terrain.

The bearded | eader adnmitted this quite frankly and, when questioned by Ras why they
did not try to rob him grinned slyly and replied: "You are a foreigner and wear strange
clothing. You are arned with an odd | ooki ng weapon different fromthose we possess. But
we do know t hat your weapon can hurl bolts of lightning. W are afraid of you, therefore
you are our friend."

How amazingly sinple and wi se, thought Ras, startled by their logic. But then
suddenly he was thunderstruck when he realized: how was it possible for these primtive
Sichas to know that his ray gun could 'hurl bolts of lightning ?

The first landing of the immortals, |ong before the Arkoni des! That nust be it! The
nmenory of this encounter nust still be quite vivid in the nminds of this prinmtive people.

"When was the last time that strangers visited your worl d?"

The bearded Sicha cocked his head. "Are they your friends? Have you returned, Gods of
t he Sun?"

Ras pondered for a nonent. Sonething didn't sound quite right. They weren't surprised
by his black skin. Perhaps this wasn't remarkable in their eyes, for their conpl exi on
wasn't white either. They | ooked quite dark, alnost bluish-black.

"Yes, they're ny friends. They nmight return again."

The bearded Sicha was just about to reply, when all were startled by wild yelling and
warl i ke hol | ering.

The fierce shouts cane from sone nearby bushes that suddenly were teening with life.
At | east one dozen soldiers, in full battle arnmour, junped up at a shouted command and
rushed toward the five nen, who were conpletely taken by surprise.

The sol diers made no attenpt to ask the obviously hel pl ess nmen to surrender. All
signs indicated clearly that they were not interested in taking themalive and making
themtheir prisoners. For a few seconds Ras was determ ned to save his neck by a fast
tel eport-junp but then he thought better of it: it would have been nost unfair to his
newly won friends. After all, it was his fault that they had been trapped in this
unfortunate situation

Resol utely, he jerked his ray gun fromhis belt, while the Sichas, hurled their
spears toward the eneny, drawing their swords a split second | ater.
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Ras pressed the firing button, pointing the gun at the nearest opponent. The sol dier
had advanced toward themto within nearly twenty yards. He was just about to throw his
spear at Ras when he was suddenly hit by the electron showers. H's face distorted in a
fierce grimace; he started screaming as if he were attacked by a whol e conpany of
soldiers. H's fingers spread apart; his weapon dropped to the ground. Then he threw
hi nsel f on the earth and began to beg for nercy.

Hi s conpani ons hesitated for a nonment. Then, assuming that their conrade had probably
been sei zed by sone cranp, they proceeded with their attack. Brandi shing their swords,
they advanced toward their intended victins.

In the neantine, the Sichas' spears had found their targets. "Four of the attacking
soldiers were hit and fell down. The rest of the eneny, however, had nanaged to aimtheir
spears in the direction of Ras and the four Sichas. Suddenly, one of the Sichas next to
the bearded | eader uttered a scream and, pierced by the eneny's weapon, he sank into the
gr ass.

Now Ras's patience finally cane to an end

He i nmedi ately changed the intensity of his ray gun and directed the ray nonstop
agai nst the six or seven renai ni ng opponents who, swords drawn, were racing closer and
closer to the apparently hel pl ess group. The soldiers' fierce faces | eft no doubt what
fate they had in mnd for them

The eneny's attack stopped short of its goal. The soldiers appeared to run full force
into an invisible wall and bounce back violently. Their horrified cries rent the air;
their swords dropped to the ground. Their linbs stiffened, as if seized by cranps, then,
suddenly, they slunped helplessly into the grass.

They were not dead but Ras was convi nced that they had been knocked out conpletely
for the next half hour. Only the first soldier, who had been hit by the initial weak
el ectron shower, junped up from where he had been |ying begging for nmercy and ran
downhill, screaming in sheer horror

The bearded | eader of the Sichas in the neantinme had picked up a spear, ready to send
it off inthe direction of the fleeing soldier. Wth a pacifying gesture Ras placed his
hand on the man's arm "Let himget away, ny friend!"

"Why? He'll get other soldiers to finish us off."

"I don't believe he'll get reinforcenments. He'll tell his conrades what's happened
here-then no one will have the courage to cone out to this hill anynore. It's safer here
than over there in the castle that will soon be taken by the eneny."

This seened to nmake sense to the Sichas.

"It's time, anyway, for us to leave," their |eader said. "Qherwi se we won't nanage

to reach our nountains. Soon God's Eye will sink belowthe earth and it will becone
dark."

"God's Eye?" Ras asked, astonished, but in the same instant he realized that they had
meant the sun by this. "Wy, of course, soon night will fall. Describe exactly where your

hones are so that | can visit you later."

"You aren't comng along with us?" The bearded man's voi ce reveal ed his
di sappoi nt nent .

"No, I"'msorry, but ny friends are waiting for nme. | nmust return to them But |
prom se you that 1'll visit you soneday. Just tell ne howto find the way to your hone."

The | eader | ooked over to the far horizon, then pointed to an especially high
nount ai ntop. "Over there, beyond the triangle mountain, is where ny tribe is living. A
hi gh plateau, next to a wide valley with a stream You can't mss it."

| nost certainly won't, thought Ras, for the Sicha had described the exact spot where
later on would rise Sic-Horum their capital city.

"Il find it. Get home safely."

The Sicha smiled broadly. "W know nany secret paths that are unknown to soldiers
fromforeign | ands. Farewell, stranger. And-thanks."

Ras shook hands with the three brave warriors and led his ray gun back into his
hol ster. He knew what surprise awaited these seni -savages. He only regretted that he
woul d be unable to observe their perplexed faces when he suddenly vani shed into thin air
right in front of them

A final wave to his friends. Then he concentrated on the cellar underneath the
castl e-and j unped.

He opened his eyes and peered into Bell's frightened face.
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4/ THE GODS | NTERVENE

The ruler of the castle, and district Thorta, recognized that his resistance was in vain.
The barbarians had penetrated into the fortress and threatened to overcone the rest of
his soldiers who were still alive

He summoned the captain of the soldiers. "Regor, gather up your nen. W're

withdrawing into the vaults below the castle. W'Ill be able to hold out there for a few
nore days."

"The eneny has al ready advanced as far as the cellars, Lesur," answered the captain.
"But we succeeded in killing them Wuldn't it be better to seek refuge in the secret
chanmber ?"

Lesur raised his hand in protest. "The secret chanmber is a holy shrine. No nortal may
ever see its interior without losing his life imediately. No, the other cellars wll
have to do. | have sufficient food stored there. Qur wonen are there already. O der your
men to withdraw at once. If we remain up here we'll all be lost."

Regor saluted and hurried to his soldiers.

Lesur, however, one of the many Thorts of Ferrol, stornmed toward the wi de, roughly
hewn stone stairway | eading below. Qutside, in the courtyard, his troops were battling
with the eneny invaders. The war was | ost; the barbarians were w nning. The end of
civilization had come. Slavery and barbari smwould be the rule from now on.

The heavy door leading to the vaults in the basenent was snmashed. Heavy fighting nust
have pl ace here, for the wood had been splintered by mighty word thrusts and heavy cl ubs.

Lesur hesitated a nonent. The battle noise conmng fromthe pinnacles seened to grow
louder. In all probability the barbarians had succeeded in scaling the walls. There was
little chance that Regor and his men could save thenselves in tine.

There was precious little tine left now for hinself.

He hurried down the steps, ran through long corridors and passed the first guard
post. The eneny had not penetrated this far. And nost likely would not do so for quite a
while. The narrow w ndow slots below the ceiling were too snmall to permt passage to any
eneny sol dier.

The wonmen and ol d nen | ooked up as Lesur entered the wi de hall through the heavy
wooden door. Soldiers were standing to the left and right of the entrance. The children
stopped in their play. The noise of the battle could only vaguely be heard from here. No
one down here knew what fate had in store for the castle and their own |lives. The Thort
decided to tell themthe full truth.

But he wanted to wait with it until Regor and his soldiers could join them down here.
Then the door would be | ocked tight. They would be safe as |long as their provisions would
last. This was as nmuch as they had been able to do. Unless sone nmiracle would save them
fromthis underground prison

A sol dier stornmed through the door, saw Lesur and stunbled toward him He sank to his
knees. The Thort observed that the man was trenbling all over

"What' s goi ng on? What's happened?” the Thort snapped at the desperate nan. "You
needn't fear telling ne the truth. There can be nothing worse than the news | know of
al ready. "

The man rai sed his head. Tears were streaming fromhis eyes, running down his checks.
"Ch, Lord, the Gods.."

“"If only they'd cone to our help!" Lesur said sarcastically and turned away. There
was no tine nowto devote to the religious confort of his soldiers. The Gods had forsaken
him therefore, as far as he was concerned, they could stay wherever they m ght be now

"But, they're going to help us!" shouted the soldier, rising. "They've heard our

prayers and they'll conme to our assistance. Wy el se would they have come here?"
Lesur's body grew rigid. "Come here? Who's cone here?"
"The Gods! They're already inside the castle. |'ve just seen one of themas | was

prayi ng outside the holy chanber. The door was open...

"What are you telling me?" yelled Lesur, horrified. "The door is open? Have you seen
this with your own eyes?"

"Ch yes, Lord, the door was open. | know that it's been closed since tinme i menorial
Everyone knows that it nust never be opened. They say the Gods are living behind that
door and they cone out fromthere in the tinme of greatest need. Now they've opened that
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door. The Gods have conme to help us."
For a few seconds Lesur stood stockstill. Then he seized the soldier's arm and
snapped at him "Conme with me! We're going to the door of the Gods!"

Bel | was scared to death when Ras suddenly materialized right in front of him He
cursed and stepped back quickly.

The African chuckled in amusenment. Then he reported to the inpatiently waiting group
about the situation outside, as far as he had been able to observe it.

"We didn't travel back in tinme," began Rhodan thoughtfully, "to interfere in the
inner politics of the Ferronian tribes. | nust admt, though, that | prefer the Thort of
this castle to the attacking barbarians. W' re now confronted by the question: what
should we do now? As far as Ras has found out, the Arkonides haven't yet |anded here on
Ferrol ."

This tine it was Anne Sl oane who suggested a plan, denonstrating that wonen, too, can
think logically. "In case these barbarians conquer the castle, we're threatened by a
great danger. There will hardly be any chance that these savages will spare our lives, if
it is their customto kill anything in sight. W should try perhaps to ingratiate
ourselves with the master of this castle. Then we can sit and wait here calmy until the
Arkoni des | and here."

"That's a splendid suggestion,” agreed Ras. "There's still another possibility: we
can wait for the Arkonides' arrival in the safety of the Sichas' settlenments."”

"Getting there without the proper nmeans of transportation would be too conplicated,"
Rhodan obj ected. "Anne's plan seens to nmake sense."

Reginald Bell's face |it up. "Geat! W're going to defend the castle! W'IlIl just
nm ngl e unobtrusively with the knights!"
Rhodan | aughed. "Unobtrusively? Hardly! I'"'mafraid we'll scare those kni ghts out of

their wits."”

Khrest wanted to add sonething but he suddenly began to listen intently. He renained
sil ent.

There was sone noi se conming fromthe outside. The door was still standing open, and
they could clearly hear steps that were cautiously approaching. Two nmen were talking to
each ot her.

Rhodan notioned to the nutants. Wapons drawn, the three nen and the young girl noved
silently to the back of the room Khrest and Rhodan renai ned near the door. The exciting
nonent of the first contact with men fromthe past was i nm nent.

What woul d the reaction be?

But it turned out quite different fromwhat they had feared.

Upon seeing the open door, Lesur realized that his soldier had spoken the truth. He
was seized by an inexplicable awe and regretted the snide renmarks he'd nade not too | ong
ago regarding the Gods. Wuld they still forgive himfor this? He decided to behave
especi al ly hunbl e.

He saw three nmen. They were standing in front of a netal cube in the centre of the
bare room The awe-inspiring figures of the three forced Lesur down on his knees. His
sol dier had already prostrated hinself, lying trembling with fear on the stone fl oor.

Rhodan didn't understand right away. Fromthe back wall, where John Marshall was
standi ng, canme a tel epathic nessage. John could read the minds of the Ferrons and he
transmtted his thoughts to the unconprehendi ng Rhodan: "He believes us to be Gods who've
come in order to help himagainst the barbarians. R ght now he's still deliberating how
he shoul d address us. | think his Ferronian dialect won't be too difficult for us to
understand. His nane is Lesur, the Thort."

Rhodan sized up the situation. He stepped forward and halted at the threshold of the
door. Before Lesur could utter a word, Rhodan stretched out both hands toward the Ferron
and addressed himin the New Ferroni an | anguage:

"You' ve guessed it, Lesur. W've cone to help you. W won't pernit your enemes to
conquer your castle."

Lesur understood the words, although they seened to be strangely altered. But this
wasn't surprising: why shouldn't the Gods speak differently fromnmere nortal s? The
i mportant thing was that he coul d conprehend what they were telling him

Lesur rose fromhis knees but still remained with head and shoul ders bowed down in a
deferential attitude.

"Thank you, O Gods! But the eneny has already invaded ny castle. Many warriors have
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been killed and now wonen and children are in danger of sharing their fate."

Hearing of the i medi ate danger threatening the wonen and children caused Rhodan to
act faster than he had intended. He turned to his friends: "Bell, take charge of the
cl eani ng-up operation of the inner castle, together with Khrest and the robot. |'1|
occupy nyself with the defence on the outside. Marten, Ras, Marshall and Anne Sl oane w n
come with ne. Reg, follow the usual procedure: ray guns, slight intensity. The nmutants
and | will take care of the barbarian's. |I'll put the fear of God into those savages.
That can never do any harm"

Lesur and his soldier led Bell and his three conmpanions in the direction of the great
hal | where a battle was al ready ragi ng. Rhodan and his nutants, however, hurried up the
stone stairs to the observation platformfromwhere they wanted to survey the situation
They encountered the first barbarians already in the courtyard. The rest of the defenders
had fled to the corridors leading to the cellar vaults. The intruders thought thensel ves
to be conquerors.

And now suddenly these strangers appeared before them

Surrounded by his chieftains, Gagat, ruler of the barbarians, saw the new opponents.

He wasted no tine in finding out what these strangers wanted fromhim It quickly
passed through his nmind that Lesur nust have acquired sonme new allies from sone distant
| and-and he ordered his soldiers to kill these men.

Rhodan held his ray gun ready in his hand.

"What ' s goi ng on?" he whispered to Marshall.

The telepath replied hastily: "They regard us as enenmies. The fellowwth the red
cape is their |leader-he's called Gagat. He just issued a command to his soldiers to kil
us."

"That's it," Rhodan said. "Now we know where we stand. Let's go, then! Everyone
proceed to the best of their abilities. I'll use the ray gun. Anne, why don't you | et
this Gagat rise up into the air for a little while!"

But it took several minutes before Anne could let Gagat fly like a bird. There was no
time, for she had to concentrate her attention first on steering aside the eneny's
nm ssiles. She used her telekinetic talents with great skill and incredible presence of
m nd. The result of her endeavours was a smashi ng success.

The | eader of the barbarians raised his spear and hurled it toward Rhodan, whom he
nm ght have recogni zed as the nobst inportant person anong these enemies. The missile was
wel | ained and woul d have hit Rhodan without fail if it had not bounced in nidair against
some invisible obstacle. For a nonent the spear renmined there notionless, then arched
backward, returning to its starting point. However, with the identical speed. The
barbarian stared wi de-eyed at this miracle and could not even nuster enough energy to
dodge his own spear, that now | anded al nost straight down, nailing his right foot to the
hard | oam of the courtyard.

He uttered a piercing scream due nainly to fear rather than pain. Gagat, who was
standi ng next to him had not budged. He was busy watching the other soldiers' spears
that perforned the nost peculiar acrobatics. Sone rose up so high into the air that he
al nrost lost sight of them Qhers changed their flight path and hit against the stone
walls of the fortress with such force that m ssiles broke in two. None, however, reached
their intended goal.

Rhodan, neanwhile, had pointed his ray gun at the dunbfounded barbarians and directed
a slight electron shower at them Filled with fury, Gagat seized his sword, ready to | ead
his warriors with a good exanpl e, when the bl ack ghost of the African suddenly
materialized next to him calmy took away his sword and vani shed again wi thout a trace.

The savage stood there thunderstruck

And then the electric current began to course through his body. He was totally
unfamiliar with this type of energy. His soldiers' terrified faces told himthat he was
not alone in experiencing this frighteni ng phenonenon.

Who were these strangers?

Bef ore he could cone to a conclusion, one of themspoke to him Gagat could even
under st and what he was sayi ng.

"Gagat, return to your land or the Gods will kill you and your nen. To show you that
we mean business, here is a |ast denonstration and our final warning."

Rhodan gave Anne Sl oane a sign, and she started concentrating on Gagat. Then the nost
frightening event for Gagat began

The | eader of the barbarians felt suddenly how the painful tingling ceased in his
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body, but at the sane tinme he lost the firmground fromunder his feet. He floated
upwar d, hi gher and higher, until he reached the highest pinnacles of the castle. H's eyes
al nrost popping out of their sockets in terror, his legs dangling like two |ifeless
sticks, he kept rising up like a balloon. For a while he hovered above the fiercely
battling warriors of both sides, who fought for possession of the watch tower. At first
he remai ned unnoti ced but then someone called out.

Al'l eyes turned skyward and then all arnms, with swords and spears raised up high to
do battle sank down hel plessly. Gagat, the feared and pitiless barbarian could fly like a
bi rd.

What a shock for Lesur's soldiers! But this lasted only a few seconds, for by that
time they had noticed the barbarians' reaction to their | eader's remarkable feat: they
were just as horrified as the castle's defenders.

Gagat, too, gave hinself away. As he hovered cl ose above the soldiers' head, he
started calling out to them

"The Gods are on Lesur's side! They've lifted ne up into the sky and soon they'll |et
me fall down to the ground. Gve up the fight; we've |ost! W cannot prevail against the
Gods. "

Marshal |, down in the courtyard, could weakly hear Gagat's words. He turned to Ralf
Marten, the teleoptician, and said: "Ralf, establish contact with Gagat. See what's
happening to hinm"

The tall, dark-haired hal fbreed Japanese withdrew to the nearest wall of the
courtyard and | eaned against the Stones. Here it would be safe to | eave his body for a
short while. Rhodan woul d take care that no one would cone too close as long as he was in
this hel pl ess condition.

A nmonment | ater he could perceive through Gagat's eyes. He peered into the horrified
faces of the barbarians and into the once nore hopeful features of Lesur's nen. He could
al so hear as the lord of the barbarians shouted anew. "Flee, as long as there's still
time. Maybe the wath of the Gods will spare ne if we obey their command. Leave Lesur's
castle as fast as you can!"

Ral f Marten returned into his body; he had heard enough. Rhodan | ooked at him
expectantly.

"I think we scared themsufficiently," Marten said, smiling.

The barbarians fled helter-skelter. They paid no heed to the el ectron showers. They
drew their swords fromtheir sheaths and stornmed toward the castle walls to reach the
| adders that had enabled them sone tinme ago to scale the sane wails. Desperately they
pushed and shoved, trying to reach safety first. Morre than one of the | adders toppl ed
over, hurtling the men down to their deaths.

Up at the watch tower sheer pandenoniumreigned. Lesur's furious soldiers wanted to
prevent the barbarians' flight; they intended to take full revenge on the suddenly
weakened eneny. Meanwhile Gagat, who was still floating close above the fighting nen
kept violently waving his arns in the air. This caused himto sail nearer to the edge of
the castle walls and then beyond, until he hung above the sheer void.

The ground | ay deep below him If he should crash now, his life would be |ost.

But Anne had no intention whatsoever of killing him She |let himdescend swiftly,
braking just in time for himto land gently, not far beyond the castle npat. Gagat stood
there all al one and observed, still half-paralysed with fright, the flight of his
pani c-stricken braves.

Gradual ly the survivors gathered around their | eader. They still failed to conprehend
how Gagat coul d suddenly fly through the air-but if the Gods, especially hostile ones,
were involved, one had to expect such incredi ble happenings.

Still mssing were those soldiers who had invaded. the interior of the castle. Wuld
they manage to flee the wath of Lesur's nen or were they lost? There was no tine left to
find out now Gagat and his nen fl ed head over heels.

Rhodan didn't hinder themin their flight. He waited until sone of Lesur's soldiers
appeared. As was to be expected, there were no conplications; Gagat's words had done
their work. The Gods had interfered and helped themto win the victory. Now it was proper
to thank the Gods.

It was not surprising, therefore, that Rhodan and his friends found thensel ves soon
circled by a group of kneeling Ferrons, who touched their foreheads to the ground in
order to show their reverence and gratitude.

What a pity, thought Rhodan, that Reg isn't here to witness this spectacle...
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In the neantine Reginald Bell was busy warding off the attacking barbarians with the
hel p of positron ray guns. This task, however, did not prove quite as easy perhaps as
Rhodan had t hought.

Lesur and his warriors hurried ahead and stopped abruptly when they reached the
corridor that ended in the entrance to the sanctuary. Just five mnutes earlier calmand
peace had reigned here. But now all hell had broken | oose!

Regor, chieftain of the Ferrons, had sent down sone of his soldiers into the cellar
vaults in order to prepare and orderly withdrawal. As they passed through the throne
chanber, they had encountered sone barbarian who had al ready began to plunder. Violent
fighting had ensued, which saw the rightful owners of the castle bei ng pushed back
farther and farther.

Now t hey were wagi ng a desperate fight to prevent the eneny fromtaking their | ast
refuge, that hall where the wonmen and chil dren were hidden

Bel | sized up the situation at once.

"Continuous fire!" he ordered Khrest and Haggard. Bell hinself pointed his weapon at
the battling nen and pressed the firing button. It was inpossible to distinguish friend
fromfoe. Thus both Ferrons and barbarians were seized by the el ectron showers. Bell had
set the gun on pose for a higher intensity and it did not take | ong before sone of the
soldiers, clad in netal arnour, received rather strong el ectrical shocks.

The walls of the vault were reverberating with cries of sheer horror.

Lesur shouted a few words to explain the situation to his nmen. Though they coul d not
under st and why the Gods woul d apparently punish themtoo, they obeyed Lesur's comand and
di sentangl ed thenselves fromtheir foes and retreated in the direction of the sanctuary.
Some of Lesur's nen were unable to walk; they barely nmanaged to craw .

In the neantine the barbarians recovered fromtheir fright.

Strangers had appear ed, hol di ng oddl y-shaped objects in their hands. Then they felt
these unknown el ectrical shocks, which were npst unpl easant but not particularly painful.

Bogar hinself gave the order to attack these strangers. He brandi shed his sword and
advanced toward Bel | .

Man can manufacture robots but these will always renain the work of nere nortals. The
robots carry out nan's conmands. They are incapabl e of independent thought for they |ack
intelligence.

It was quite a different story as far as Arkoni de robots were concerned. They were
equi pped with a brain capabl e of independent thought processes. They needed no
instructions in order to react to danger. They acted on individual initiative for they
had t he sane di scerning powers as their creators.

Mar kon the robot stood next to Bell. He saw that his master was about to be attacked.
Therefore he acted accordi ngly.

Bogar hesitated for a nonment when he saw the stranger cone toward him Properly
speaki ng, this stranger was the only one who did not inpress himas alien as the others,
for he wore a suit of arnour |ike Bogar and his nmen. How should t he barbarian know t hat
Mar kon was constructed entirely of netal ?

A true opponent, thought Bogar. But how odd that he did not carry arns. Did he
i ntend, perhaps, to defend hinself with his bare fists against a sword?

Bogar no | onger paid heed to Bell; he turned and concentrated his attention on the
robot who now was advancing toward himwi th arns outstretched.

Bel | watched the scene out of the corners of his eyes. He had to continue covering
the barbarians with his ray gun.

Bogar, protected by his heavy suit of arnour, raised his sword with both hands and
with all his mght he brought it down swiftly upon Markon's head. The force of the inpact
woul d have cut in half any ordinary helnmet. Even a shield would not have hel ped there.
Instead the barbarian's sword sinply twi sted and becane nothing nore than a usel ess pi ece
of iron. At the sane tinme Bogar broke both wists. Roaring with pain he dropped t he now
wort hl ess weapon and sank to his knees. Tears of pain and anger rolled down his cheeks.
Al the while he kept staring at the marvel |l ous warrior who had proved to be
i nvul ner abl e.

Mar kon turned, ignoring Bogar. Wth automatic precision he wal ked on, right into the
pat h of the bunched rays of the positron pistols shielding hinself fromtheir effect. He
proceeded toward one of the soldiers and with one jerky novenent took away his
hal f-rai sed sword. Wth the flat side of the blade he hit the man in the small of the
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back. The sol di er began to stagger but caught hinmself in tinme before he hit the ground
and raced off screanming at the top of his voice.

Now two ot her barbarians nade a decision. The choice was not difficult as far as they
were concerned. Either they would give up the fight and perish or they would try to
defend thensel ves and have at |east a sporting chance to reach safety.

Resol utely they attacked Markon. Bell, who still kept surveying the scene, noticed
with surprise how excellent and skilful a fighter Markon turned out to be. This was, of
course, also due to the nost efficient protection of his Arkonite body hull. The sword

bl ows bounced off the nmetal w thout |eaving as nmuch as a dent. On the other hand,
Markon's first two nmighty bl ows smashed the barbarians' arnmour to pieces. Sparks were
flying as the thin iron sheeting was being cut to ribbons. Both barbarians fled in panic,
i Mmedi ately to be joined by the rest of the soldiers in their headlong flight.

"The Gods are on our side!" shouted Lesur to the fleeing eneny and sinultaneously
this stopped his own men who were so scared that they were about to follow suit.

"Cease fire!" yelled Bell to his friends. Bogar was taken prisoner. Markon carefully
pl aced the damaged sword on a stone | edge and said to Bell:

"A nost interesting way of fighting. A certain skill seens indispensable for it."

Khrest intervened: "Markon, you know you have sone vul nerable spots! |If they would
have been accidentally hit by a blowwith the soldiers' swords you woul d have been
finished.”

"He had to run that risk," Bell defended the robot, who seened to becone increasingly
synpat hetic to himby the m nute.

Meanwhi | e Lesur reached the entrance to the hall. He announced the Gods' victory over
the barbarians who had been sent fleeing for their lives. Indescribable scenes of
rejoicing foll owed. Shouting and yelling triunphantly, wonen and children surged out into
the corridor and prostrated thensel ves before Bell and Markon. Khrest and Haggard stayed
in the background, observing the scene with m xed enotions. In the midst of an adoring
crowd stood Bell and Markon, a hunman being and a creature consisting of nmetal and
positronic circuitry. From somewhere canme Bogar's pitiful whining. Fromup above the
clanging of arns could still be heard. The Ferrons were chasing out the eneny.

Lesur exited fromthe hall, approached Bell and fell to his knees in front of him
Wth an inploring gesture he lifted his arns.

"Praise the nmighty Gods! Qur eternal gratitude is yours! W were certain that you
woul d conme to our assistance in our hour of need. The eneny has been defeated. Now tell
us your price! W will pay whatever you demand!"

Bel |l racked his brains. Wiat woul d Rhodan say in his place? Wiat after all was the
reason for their coning here?

The spaceshi ps of the Arkoni de expedition ten thousand years ago! That's why they had
travel |l ed back in tine!

"Nobl e Lesur," Bell began cautiously, "no special tribute is needed. But we plan to
stay here with you for several days. W're waiting to wel come our friends who soon will
arrive fromout of the skies. Then we'll depart again."

"Friends fromthe skies?" Lesur stamered in awe. "So you'll go back again into the
| ocked chanber ?"

"Yes, back into the secret room" replied Bell and gl anced down on the bowed heads at
his feet.

And he enitted a deep, deep sigh

What a pity, he thought, that Rhodan isn't here to witness this spectacle.

5/ TIME TURNED BACK

Two days had gone by.

The nmenbers of the tinme travelling expedition were still staying in the reconquered
castle as guests of the Ferronian count. Busily scurrying servants brought food, drink
and anything el se they needed. Meanwhil e, Ras Tschubai had | ocked the chanber with the
time machine fromthe inside to prevent any unauthorized persons fromentering. Rhodan
did not wish to forfeit their only path back to present tine.

A talk with Lesur had reassured Rhodan that the Arkonides would not be the first
space travellers to land on Ferrol.
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"Many sunmers and winters ago," the count reported in a nysterious tone, "the first
Gods descended fromthe skies. Qur forefathers canme to their assistance. As a reward they
received those peculiar gifts that are still to be seen all over the country. Down bel ow
in my castle's cellars is also one of these cages. No one is permtted to cone close to
it for we have | ost the know edge of how to use them properly. Many courageous nmen who
entered that cage have vani shed from sight, never to return."

"They didn't conme back?" Rhodan asked, puzzled. He could conmmunicate quite passably
with the precursor of the later Thort but there were still many things he could not
comprehend. It was obvious that the Ferrons of this particular era had not yet figured
out the significance of the matter transnmtters. Ensuring centuries or thousands of years
woul d probably have to pass before they would acquire the necessary know edge and
i nsi ght.

"Nearly all failed to return," Lesur said. "A strange story. He was a scientist. He
entered the cage down in the cellar and noved the | ever. Then he vani shed. Not until two
years later did he reappear in the castle, dishevelled and starved. He clained to have
wander ed hal | way around our planet; but he couldn't explain how he had ever gotten to the
ot her side of the world."

It'Il take a long tinme, Rhodan thought to hinmself, before these half-savages will be
abl e to understand teleportation. It would be premature to try to enlighten them
Besi des, it was none of his business to do so. The transmtters, however, interested him
very nuch i ndeed.

"May | see this apparatus?"

"The box cage?" Lesur hesitated. He seened to fear that the Gods who had saved them
fromdestruction m ght disappear init. "If you insist onit; ny Lord.."

"W're well acquainted with these instrunents," Rhodan reassured the count. "And if |
vanish in it, | prom se you to return soon."

Rhodan risked the junp on the afternoon of the second day. He rematerialised
somewhere in the mddle of the night. The transmitter had indeed transported hi maround
to the other side of Ferrol. As far as he could make out in the darkness, the matter
receiver-transmtter was |located in sone kind of a tenple on a nmountaintop, all al one and
abandoned. A forgotten shrine of past generations.

It was not forgotten after all. Hardly had Rhodan materialized when shadowy figures
noved anong the stone walls of the dilapidated tenple. Silently they closed in on him
Thei r hands brandi shed glittering swords. In the faint glow of the stars Rhodan
recogni zed fl owi ng robes.

Priests!

He did not hesitate. Immediately he activated the sendi nhg nmechani sm of the
transnmtter and stood again in the cellar of the castle in front of the baffled Lesur.

Lost in thought, Rhodan went to the group's quarters. H s conjectures had been
confirmed. The immortals had provided the savage Ferrons with a grandi ose transportation
systemall over Ferrol. But the purpose had remmi ned a nystery for the half-savage
tribes. Here inside the castle the transmtter Stood unused, while on the other side of
the planet it was jeal ously guarded by suspicious priests.

No doubt all who had dared the leap into the unknown had been nurdered, all except
the scientist.

On the nmorning of the third day the three ships of the Arkoni des touched down on
Ferrol .

Commander Kerlon's resenbl ance to Khrest was only superficial.

This epoch's Arkonides showed no sign yet of any degeneration. The race was still at
the height of its devel opment. The gal actic enpire was flourishing and grew larger with
each successful expedition.

And Kerlon knew that he was on the track of the nost fantastic nystery-imortality,
eternal life!

Somewhere in this section of the galaxy there was a planet that was the honme of a
race that had discovered the secret of cell rejuvenation. Kerlon's expedition had
detected clues pointing to this secret during several |andings on planets throughout the
gal axy.

Al'l signs pointed to this system as well as to another one that was twenty-seven
light-years distant. A yellow star with nine planets. One of these planets was
characterised by a triple ring around it.
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Kerlon had | anded first on an uninhabited continent of the eighth planet of this
system whi ch had altogether forty-three planets. Hi s choice to touch down on this
particul ar world had been quite arbitrary. The rocky high plateau was devoid of any sign
of life. Only the tall, four-cornered pyran d of some unknown netal reveal ed that sone
intelligent life-formnust have preceded them here.

A thousand years ago? O ten thousand years?

The pyrami d was holl ow and easily opened. Wthout delay Kerlon and sone of his
scientists entered. They were courageous and brave. They did not know fear. He acted
automatically and unconsciously, by sheer instinct.

Kerlon found, deep below the surface, a small five-cornered roomwith a table. An
obj ect was |lying on the table.

Fromthe walls of the roomcane an even gl ow that made t he object recognizable. It
was as if the object itself was aglow but in reality it nmerely reflected the Iight from
the surroundi ng wal |l s.

A netallic cylinder. A hollow cylinder?

Kerl on's conpani ons were apprehensive as their conmander stepped forward to touch the
obj ect. What if the unknown's patience had finally come to an end? Had he not |ured them
now into a cleverly constructed trap?

But nothing of the sort happened. Kerlon picked up the cylinder. It was |ight and
easy to handl e about one foot long and four inches thick. There was a |lid at one end but
all attenpts to unscrew it failed.

Impatiently, Kerlon returned to his spaceship. Mst unwillingly he handed the
cylinder over to his scientists. He felt deep satisfaction when they, too, fared no
better than he had in trying to open it.

Once nore Kerlon went back to the pyramid. But he found nothing of inportance. Then
one of his scientists detected in a side room an odd-I| ooking cage. Kerlon noticed a | ever
inside. So he entered the cage and depressed the | ever. Kerlon was one of those who never
hesitated to risk their own life for the commbn good.

Hi s conpani ons were absolutely convinced that the unknowns woul d destroy himthis
time. Kerlon was bound to fall victimto their wath. And when their comrander vani shed
suddenly, They no | onger had any doubt: they had lost their |eader.

But Kerlon was not |ost forever. Hardly ten seconds had passed before he reappeared,
somewhat pale and frightened, but unharned. The scientists were overjoyed and eagerly
guestioned him Kerlon, however, only shook his head absentm ndedly, and | ooked up at the
sun, standing at high noon. Then he sat down on the nearest rock next to the entrance of
the pyram d. He decided to break his silence.

"It is noon," he said slowy. "A few seconds ago it was darkest night, sonewhere on
the opposite side of this planet. That cage inside the pyramid is a matter transmtter.
We have only theoretical know edge of such an apparatus; we have never been able to build
one. Howis it possible that such a conplicated instrunent should exist here on this
pl anet that is inhabited by primtive savages?"

No one coul d answer that question

Kerlon realized that nobody on this world was even intelligent enough to conprehend
the function of a matter transmtter. Let alone construct one. The Arkoni des thensel ves
nust be quite inferior-at least froma technical point of viewto the builders of such
matter transmitters. Therefore danger threatened their devel oping enpire. They had
finally encountered an opponent who had to be taken seriously. Unfortunately, no one knew
who this opponent was and what he | ooked |ike.

This matter nmust be investigated! |If the netal cylinder would not supply the answer
perhaps then the natter transmitters might. One of themhad to lead themto their
builders. Al matter transmitters on this planet had therefore to be tried out.

Adifficult task, considering that the natives night confront themeither with awe
and fear or with hostility. And the Arkoni des thought it beneath themto enter into
battles with inferior races. Not only that, it was strictly forbidden to do so. This |eft
not even the effective alternative of self-defence in case of an emnergency.

It was just a matter of chance. Sone of the natives regarded the spacefaring
Arkoni des as Gods whil e others opposed themas bitter enem es: Thus Kerlon knew he had to
search for those natives who were inclined to | ook upon the spacenen as religious
synbol s.

Kerlon started out with his fleet and after a long search |landed directly next to a
castle built on the top of a small hill. The wide fields that stretched to the far
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hori zon, where a nountain chain was faintly visible, showed signs of planned cultivation
At least halfway civilized intelligent beings nmust |ive here.

Kerlon's conclusion was correct but only partially. How could he guess that, hidden
in the nearby woods, the barbarians were awaiting their chance to avenge their defeat.
Gagat, having overcone his shock at having fought agai nst the Gods, was al so unknown to
Kerlon, of course. Gagat had arrived at the conclusion that his dealings had not been
with the Gods. These were no divine beings who had beaten them The world was big and
mghty warriors lived in it but they could be overcone by force rather than cl everness
and ruses.

Gagat gat hered up the survivors of his unsuccessful attack and lay in anmbush in the
woods near the castle. Al he had to do was to wait for the tine when the strangers would
| eave the castle, then he could easily w pe them out.

The barbarians were surprised no end then when early on the norning of the third day
three gigantic silvery spheres appeared in the clear blue sky. These giant silver balls
were nmuch larger even than the sun, God's eye! The nysterious objects cane closer and
closer and finally softly touched down at quite sone di stance fromwhere Gagat and his
men | ay hi dden

Gagat had to bring into play his utnopst persuasiveness and authority to hold his
warriors back fromtaking instantly to their heels. Wio could blane the defeated soldiers
if nowthey lost heart for good. Gods were occupying the castle and now reinforcenents
arrived fromout of the skies. No one, not even the bravest warrior, could be expected to
fight agai nst such odds.

Gagat, however, thought differently. And the events that followed seened to justify
his point of viewat |east to begin with.

When Rhodan and his friends | earned about the three | anded spaceships, they knew t hat
they were definitely on the right track in their pursuit of the imortals,

Lesur hinself brought themthe good news. He was very excited. "My Lord, they have
arrived. Just as you predicted."

Qutwardly Rhodan kept calmwhile a stormwas raging inside him The Arkoni des had
come, the very sanme Arkoni des who, ten thousand years ago, had flown into Earth's sol ar
systemto establish a base on the planet Venus.

Ti me had been turned back. Not until this noment had Rhodan been able to fully
appreciate the significance of this event.

"Where have they | anded, Lesur?"

"On the plain between the castle and the woods. WII| you go out to wel cone then®?"

Rhodan | ooked questioningly at Khrest, who shook his head inperceptibly. Rhodan
wonder ed why but did not inquire any further.

"We' Il send sone del egates to neet them Wit outside near the gate.”

As soon as the Ferron had | eft, Rhodan gl anced at Khrest. The Arkoni de scientist
snmled gently. W don't want to rouse Kerlon's suspicions needl essly. Besides, nothing
has been noted in the central files on Arkon that Kerlon's expedition discovered
representatives of the hunman race during his stay in the Vega system |'ll go nyself."

"I's that |ess suspicious?"

"OF course. At that tinme-ten thousand years ago-we had many Arkoni de research ships
expl oring the known and unknown regi ons of our universe. They didn't necessarily keep in
touch with each other. Therefore, Kerlon doesn't know nme. | shall sinply tell himthat we
| anded here several nonths earlier and have thoroughly explored this planet and this
sol ar system Maybe | can persuade himto continue his flight, this tinme toward Earth."

Wul dn't that be." Rhodan began but then his voice failed. He stared at Khrest with
amazenment. The Arkonide was still smling.

"Yes, that woul d be an explanation why Kerlon arrived so fast at your solar system
and kept searching there for such a long tinme for the planet of immortality, until he
di ed unexpectedly. H's suspicions seemto have becone aroused later on but by then it was
too late. In any case, he never adnmitted that a fellow Arkonide had | ed himaround by the
nose. "

"Are you trying to influence the course of the future?"

"No," Khrest replied, "I"'mnerely creating the proper conditions so that we'll find
the right answers to our questions on Venus ten thousand years from now. Wat ever you
want to call that.? | really wouldn't know "

Rhodan did not answer, for what could he have said in reply to that puzzling
st at enment ?
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Khrest was unusually active. Once again the old drive awakened in him the drive that
had enabled his race to build up a star realm The | ong ensuing periods of inactivity and
degeneration were forgotten now. Khrest had changed back into one of those Arkonides who
had conquered entire solar systens and i ncorporated themw th one swoop into their
gal actic enpire.

Perhaps this transformation mght be attributed to the fact that he was transposed to
the Gol den Age of Arkonide history-after all, nothing was really known about the
psychol ogi cal effects of tine travel

"I'"lI'l take Markon along with ne," said Khrest, checking the charge of his pul sator
weapon. "Robots of the same type were known at that tinme already.”

"And how about ray guns?" Rhodan inquired, hoping for once to have caught Khrest in a
nonent of carel essness. But the Arkonide scientist smled indulgently and patted the butt
of his weapon.

"It's the identical nodel we've been using for nore than ten thousand years. This gun

is absolutely perfect; why should we change it?" Then, turning to Marshall: "I'm I eaving
now, Marshall; can you keep in contact with nme?"

The telepath hesitated slightly before he answered: "It will work out all right if |
concentrate on you. | hope the distance between us won't be too great."

"I"'msure you'll make it, Marshall." Then Khrest | ooked at the robot and ordered:

"Acconpany ne!"

Rhodan wat ched as Khrest and the robot left. He felt uneasy. He hated to have to
remai n behind. For the first time the initiative had been wested from his hands-by an
argunent of | ogic.

Kerl on was busy organising a small expedition when he noticed three figures
approachi ng his ship.

The three men were not dressed alike; they |ooked different from each other.

They cane down fromthe castle and were now wal ki ng across the plain. In the | ead was
a silvery shimering nonster whose shape and novenents seened sonewhat familiar to
Kerlon. At first he thought it to be a man wearing a suit of arnour but then he
recogni zed it as a robot

A robot? Here on this prinmtive world?

He turned to one of his officers. "Switch on the visicope with the magnifier. | have
the sinking feeling we've arrived here too |ate."

The officer did not grasp what Kerlon neant by this remark. But as soon as the
magni fyi ng screen clearly showed the three figures, he understood his commander's
meani ng.

The nmetal nonster that was wal king toward their ships was unm stakably an Arkoni de
robot .

And at the sane time they could distinguish Khrest, who advanced, tall and strai ght
with the inborn pride of his race, toward the waiting ships. Al though he was dressed in
some unfam liar garb, rather than the usual uniform of the expeditionary forces of the
Arkoni de space fleet, his racial extraction was quite obvious. At his side strode a short
stocky man with a col ourful cape-whom Kerlon took to be a native of this planet.

"Too bad." Kerlon nmurmured, evidently disappointed. "And | thought our expedition was
the first to have di scovered this system Soneone el se has beaten us to it. | wonder who
it mght be?"

"Shall we go out and neet them hal fway?" asked the officer.

"I't would be a friendly gesture," Kerlon said and stood up. "Switch off the screen
and acconpany ne."

It was a clear-cut case for Kerlon. One of the nany expeditions that searched the
uni verse for inhabited solar systens had | anded on this planet and established contact
with the natives. That was a conpletely nornal procedure. Sooner or later this gigantic
sol ar system woul d therefore becone part of the galactic enpire. It was too bad that he
woul dn't be credited with this discovery. It was a regrettable fact but one that coul dn't
be changed.

"Shall we sound the al arn?" asked the officer. But he already knew the answer.

Kerl on shook his head. "Wat for? It's quite obvious that we're dealing here, with
friendly natives, otherw se the Arkonide and his robot wouldn't be able to nove around
unhi ndered. No, there's no danger."

And Kerlon, acconpanied by his officer, left the ship to meet Khrest and his
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conpani ons.

Skilfully utilising dips and furrows in the ground and seeking cover behind clunps of
bushes had enabl ed Gagat and ten of his bravest warriors to steal up close to the three
spaceshi ps. The el even nen |l ay pressed close to the ground, hidden by the tall grass,
waiting for further devel opnents.

Then they saw three figures descend fromthe castle and nake their way toward the
ships. Soon two other nen enmerged fromthe nysterious silver ships and wal ked toward the
other group. Barely twenty yards from Gagat's hiding place the two groups net and began
to converse. Unfortunate, thought Gagat, that he could not understand a word they were
sayi ng.

"They know each ot her,"

Gagat whi spered. He was di sappoi nted. "They have cone to

conquer our world. Lesur is their ally. W nmust kill them"
Hi s new chieftain Radgar placed his right hand on Gagats arm He murnured with a
raucous voice, "Shouldn't we rather take themprisoners than kill then? Once they are in

our power the other Gods won't dare attack us anynore."

Gagat could see his point. "You're very clever, Radgar," he praised the man. "They'|
be no good to us if they're dead but they'll be very useful as hostages. Take care not to
injure them Wit for ny signal, then we'll rush them W nust take them by surpri se;
they nmustn't get a chance to defend thensel ves."

And once nore they pressed even closer to the earth, hoping that the strangers would
come still nearer to their hiding place.

Khrest was not the | east surprised when he saw the two Arkoni des wal k toward him

Still, it was hard for himto suppress a peculiar feeling.
The two nmen that cane nearer and nearer had been dead these past ten thousand years.
A vast chasm separated them still they would confront each other presently. Death had

been overcone; exercising sonme influence on future events had becone possible too.

But was this truly the case? Wat he was about to do now, was this not an
i ndi spensabl e necessity in order to nake possi bl e what woul d happen in ten thousand
years-or rather what already had taken place by now?

What, on the other hand, wondered Khrest, would happen if | were not standing here
this nonent and it Kerlon and | woul d never neet? And the answer canme to himinstantly:
sonebody el se would be standing here in his place, advising Kerlon to fly off to Earth's
sol ar system

And then they finally confronted each other

"I see," Kerlon began with a slight smle, "that my expedition has arrived too |ate.
You' ve stolen a march on us."

Khrest understood at once. He decided to play along. "W've found this systemquite
by accident, Kerlon, and we believe it will be possible to incorporate it into our
gal actic enpire. The natives, the Ferrons, are willing to becone Arkoni de subjects.”

And in the sane instant Khrest realized that he had committed an inportant bl under.
How coul d he have known Kerlon's nane?

Kerlon rai sed his eyebrows. "You know ne? | can't renenber ever having net you
before. "

Khrest caught hinmself in tine. "I'mKhrest. My spaceship is off to another
exploratory trip to the other planets of this system A few of ny crew and | have
renmai ned behind. The centre on Arkon reported that you were on your way here."”

Kerl on shook his head. "Strange," he said. "Nobody had any inking of ny intention to
explore this system It can be nothing but sheer guesswork on their part. It's only an
accident that we are neeting here."

"Since when are we permitted to carry out nissions w thout special authorization?"
Khrest questioned himin a chiding tone while trying to hide his own enbarrassnent. He
knew that Kerlon would not dare nake inquiries at the centre on Arkon. It constituted an
illegal act in itself to have cone here without being ordered to do so.

"But be it as it may," Khrest resunmed, "to be honest with you-lI haven't infornmed the
centre about ny exact l|ocation. They assume that | nmerely touched this sector in passing.
Therefore you're fully entitled to claimthe discovery of this systemfor yourself. |

hope that you'll regard nme with a little nore synpathy from now on..
Kerl on exchanged astoni shed glances with his officer, then extended his hand in a
friendly greeting. "This is very kind of you, Khrest. You're right, it'll be wiser to
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conceal this neeting entirely fromour centre. And, quite frankly, it's npbst inportant
for me to be officially known as the di scoverer of this system | have ny reasons for it.
Let ne tell you, I"'mon the track of a very great secret. Once this nystery is solved, it
wi |l bestow absol ute power to our race over the entire universe."

"If you're referring to the secret of eternal life, | can give you sone additional
clues," Khrest said calnly

Kerlon's eyes went wide with horror. What he had believed to be his own personal
secret was nentioned here by this strange commander in an al nbst matter-of-fact tone of
voi ce. Khrest realised that he nmust have gone a bit too far. How could he | essen the
shock?

I"ve found sonme clues that indicate the existence of a race in our universe that has
di scovered the secret of cell rejuvenation. | believe this is nonsense. But on the other
hand | see that you take this whole story nore seriously than | do. That's none of ny
busi ness. Since | have no intention of following up this trail, let nme tell you where |
suppose the trail will lead next. There is a solar system sone twenty-seven |light-years.."

"I know." Kerlon nodded in agreenent, quite to Khrest's surprise. "This is where the
trail leads. Thank for your kindness, Khrest. As soon as | have registered ny discovery
of this systemand this is happening while we're talking, via the positronic brain-|I
shal |l proceed to the other solar systemtwenty-seven light-years fromhere. And how about
you? What are your plans?"

Khrest smled. "I've been ordered to search sector AMFifty-three Y. One of our space
vessel s is supposed to have crash-|anded there."

Khrest had arbitrarily picked these co-ordinates.

"Fine." Kerlon nodded, satisfied. "Then we've cone to an agreenent. Do you plan on
| eaving this planet as soon as your ship returns?"

"Yes."

"How did you get along with the natives here?"

"There are various tribes. The inhabitants of the castle over there believe us to be
Gods. They're devoted to us. W came to their assistance while they were being attacked
by sonme enenies, the so-called barbarians.”

"You intervened in the internal affairs of an inferior race?" asked Kerlon
ast oni shed.

"W were forced to defend oursel ves," Khrest repli ed.

"But it is forbidden to fight against primtive races."

"Sel f-defence is allowed,"” countered Khrest.

Kerlon was just about to say sonmething but before he could utter a word a nost
startling event took place. This very nonent Gagat decided to overwhel mthese val uabl e
host ages.

Wth Gagat in the | ead, the band of warriors rushed toward Khrest's and Kerlon's
groups who were quickly surrounded. At the sight of the barbarians' raised swords Khrest
deened it wise not to draw the ray gun that was hanging at his belt. They were conpletely
taken by surprise. No defence was possible w thout endangering their own |ives.

Even Markon the robot recogni zed the danger of their situation. He realized that any
counterattack would only aggravate their risky position. If he were to engage the

barbarians in battle, one of themwould certainly find sone opportunity to kill either
Khrest or Lesur. Therefore the robot renmined inactive. There was no threat to his own
survival at any tine, whichever way be would act, but his creators' lives had to be

protected at all costs. Even if it would have neant his own destruction, he would al ways
have considered first his masters' welfare.

Gagat touched the tip of his sword to Lesur's chest. "Even your Gods can't help you
now " he rem nded hi msarcastically. "But never fear, we won't harmyou and your friends.
As soon as they hand over their silver spheres to nme, those giant flying vessels, | wll
let themgo free."

Khrest understood his words, while Kerlon naturally could not nmake any sense of them
He had sonme vague idea what the barbarians might have in mnd, however as they gestured
toward the spheres. Still, he could not inagine what use the barbarians could possibly of
the spaceshi ps once they were in their possession.

"I'"'mwarning you." Lesur spoke up bravely, although he had never felt so close to
death as at that nmonment, "Qur Gods can destroy you if they so desire. The reason they've
shown you mercy is to give you another chance. Let us go free or you'll bitterly regret
it."
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Kerlon had given up any hope. Surely his crew had observed this incident fromthe
safety of the spaceships, but how could they conme to their commander's assi stance w thout
definitely endangering his and his officer's life even nore? Besides, there was the ban
on usi ng deadly weapons agai nst primtive peoples.

Derisive |laughter was Gagat's answer to Lesur's warning. He brandi shed his sword and
notioned to his men. "Two of you wal k on either side of each prisoner. Make sure you can
kill themat any nonent, if necessary. Watch out, they're full of tricks. W nust take
them back to our canps where we can | ock themup securely."

Kerlon | ooked at Khrest, and not without blane he rem nded him "It appears you
hadn't sufficient opportunity to make a thorough study of these natives' custons.

O herwi se this incident couldn't have occurred.”

"Don't worry, Kerlon," Khrest conforted the other Arkonide. "It won't be |l ong before
we'll be free again. My friends are already aware of what has taken place here and will
act at any nonment now. They're probably only waiting for the nost favourabl e occasion.
But once they start their action to |liberate us, please, do ne the favour not to be
surprised at anything. Don't ask any questions, wll you?"

"What' s that supposed to nean?"

"Keep quiet now The barbarians will become suspicious otherw se. Just this: ny
friends keep in constant comuni cation with nme. They can even hear what we're saying.
They' |l intervene very soon. | only hope that your crew in the spaceships will remain
calm™

"If they should disregard the ban and try to set nme free, | wouldn't really blane
t hem "

"OF course not. But |ook here, Kerlon! Qur captivity has already cone to an end. |
nmust insist, though, don't ask nme for any explanation!"

This rem nder was necessary for in Kerlon's eyes the ensuing events nust have seened
nore than inprobable. It nust all be a wild dreamn

Gagat's sword suddenly took on a life of its own. It slipped out of his hand and rose
slowy upward. About five yards above their heads the weapon hung in the air wthout
novi ng. The barbarians were thunderstruck at this sight. They forgot all about their
| eader's command. They no | onger even worried that they thensel ves m ght be taken
prisoner by their forner captives. They stared up at the hovering sword that quickly was
joined by nine nore. Defying gravity, the heavy weapons clinbed skyward, arranged in an
orderly, structured ornament. Then the tip of all ten swords began to point to the centre
and formed a perfect circle. There was only one gap where the el eventh sword had not yet
taken its place. Its owner was not willing to surrender his weapon so easily, despite al
this frightening magic. Desperately clutching his sword, the barbarian would not |et go
of it.

"But Anne Sloane's telekinetic abilities were stronger.

She directed the weapon hi gher and higher. The sword kept rising, pulling the
desperately struggling barbarian after it.

The brave warrior wildly kicked his legs, trying to regain the ground with his feet.
In vain! He was al nost three yards above the grass by now. Unrelenting, the sword dragged
himup into the air. Finally the barbarian seened to realize that it would bo useless to
keep resisting the will of the Gods.

He let go of the sword and fell back to the ground. Anne did not bother to break his
fall. She had all she could nanage to hold the beautiful arrangenent of the swords intact
way above the group's heads.

The barbari ans were di sarned.

CalmMy Khrest drew his ny gun and pointed it at Gagat.

"You see how senseless it is for you to try to rebel. And now, run for your I|ives!
The next time | night not be as patient and nmerciful!"”

Gagat | ooked longingly once nore at the inaccessible swords. Then, renenbering the
nost unpl easant effect of the odd weapon held in the hand of the white-haired supernan
he followed the stranger's advice. Wth Gagat in the |ead, the barbarians retreated to
t he woods.

Kerlon hardly paid attention to the wthdraw ng barbarians, he was too busy staring
at the eleven floating swords. He was absolutely fascinated and utterly perpl exed.

Khrest felt it was tine to offer some kind of explanation to Kerlon. "I told you
earlier, Kerlon, not to be surprised at anything. You m ght also have noticed that the
nyst eri ous happeni ngs nmade no particular inpression on the primtives. Despite its
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backwar dness, this planet has produced many things we're not too famliar with. What you
just witnessed here was the work of a telekineticist."

"I thought so. Do you know hi n"

"Yes. A Ferron whose brain is way ahead of his tinme. There are entire races of
tel ekineticists. Qur scientific research-"

"I know," Kerlon interrupted with resignation in his voice. "W'Il|l never conpletely
understand this phenonenon, unfortunately. In any case, this fell ow has saved us froma
dangerous situation and we owe hi mour thanks."

"The best way to express our gratitude would be to forget the whole incident." Khrest
spoke with enphasis. "The Ferronian natives believe that we've endowed this man with this
special talent. They might get suspicious if we start naking a great to-do about it."

This seenmed to make sense to Kerlon. But he still couldn't take his eyes off the
sword circle in the air. Then, pointing to his waiting ships, he invited Khrest to cone
aboard for a visit.

Khrest accepted. But he had no idea what Kerlon would have to give himin order to
find the way to the |ight.

6/ THE BLACK GHOST

Meanwhi | e Rhodan was facing a difficult decision.

The | ast nessage indicated not to wait nore than three days before returning to the
time-transforner. Today is the third day since our arrival here. But this neans a
Ferroni an day, because by Earth tine three days have already gone by."

Bell becanme quite jittery. "What if we wongly interpreted this nmessage and the
imortals really neant to say three Terrestrial days?"

"Then we'd be stuck here,” Rhodan adm tted undi sturbed. "But |'m convinced that the
i Mmortal always reckons according to the tinme of the planet where the particular task is
to be solved by us. This nmeans we still have tine until this afternoon. Marshall, what's
going on with Khrest's group?"

The telepath sat in a corner of the room quietly concentrating. "Khrest and Lesur
are acconpanying Kerlon into the flagship of the expedition. Markon is waiting outside.
Kerlon was just telling Khrest that he w shed to show hi m sonet hing."

"Hurray!" chortled Bell. "That's it!"

"That's what ?"

"The thing we're after, what else! The path to the light. Couldn't Ralf Marten get
into the action? He's just sitting around twi ddling his thunbs. He | ooks bored."

The sl ant-eyed nmutant smiled. "Bored? That woul d be exaggerating. But it wouldn't be
a bad idea if | could take over Kerlon for a while. He won't notice anything. Marshal
can read ny thoughts and report to you whatever |'m seeing and hearing. For this purpose
"Il |eave behind in ny body here a small part of my conscious nind. Wth the other part
| shall control Kerlon. He'll be totally unaware that |'mspying this way and we'll get a
splendid view of what's going on over there in the Arkonide flagship."

Rhodan liked the idea. "Yes, and | also prefer not to | eave the two Arkoni des al one
by thenselves. After all, they are conpatriots."

"Don't you trust Khrest?" Bell said. "He won't risk anything foolish."

"Not intentionally, Reg. But even our Arkonide supernen are not infallible, as we
unfortunately have found at tinmes. W nust be ready to intervene at any nonent if
necessary. Just inmagi ne what woul d have happened if Anne Sl oane hadn't chased away those
bar bari ans. "

"That was easy for her, as long as she could see the scene fromthe castle watch
tower. But she cannot operate inside the spaceshi ps-she can't see through the netal hull.
We must be doubly alert, | admit. Al right then, Marten, give up your ghost!"

Marten stretched out on a couch and shortly fell into a trance. Marshall rested next
to him constantly probing his friend's mnd as he perceived all that Kerlon was saying
and hearing. The tel eoptician had taken over Kerlon's senses and now shared all his
i mpr essi ons.

"Khrest and Lesur are sitting at a table together with Kerlon and his officer," the
telepath reported in a nmonotonous voice. "Kerlon is telling sonething about a pyranid
Yes, he's tal king about the pyram d he di scovered sonewhere on Ferrol. In the nountains.
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And inside the pyramid there was a matter transmtter. He says he expressed his amazenent
when he saw it there. And he found sonething else there-a netal cylinder. He wants to
show it to Khrest."

Rhodan gl anced at his friend Bell. "I believe you were right. That's it!" Bel
grinned and contentedly nodded his head in silent triunph.

John Marshal |l continued: "Kerlon says he has so far tried in vain to open that
cylinder. Khrest wants to hold the tube in his hand. Kerlon refuses to |let himdo so. He
insists the tube belongs to him Besides, it mnmight be dangerous for Khrest to touch this
nysterious object. One can never know what dangers these unknown worlds night harbour
They' ve just seen proof of such an inexplicable phenonenon. Khrest pretends now not to be
interested in the tube. That's a clever ruse, for now Kerlon feels cheated. He wanted to
i mpress Khrest and brag about this sensational find. He says this cylinder is sonmehow
connected with the race of the immortals that's |iving somewhere in this sector of the
uni verse. Khrest pretends that this is nost inprobable. He's carrying his role off
spl endi dl y!"

Marshal |l fell silent. Marten lay notionless. The room becanme conpletely quiet. The
silence was broken by Anne Sl oane, who returned to the roomfromthe watch tower.

"I"'ve let the swords fall fromhigh up onto the bare rocks down bel ow. They're pretty
usel ess row, | guess."

Rhodan raised a finger to his lips, notioning Anne to sit down quietly. She took a
seat next to Ras Tschubai, who was inpatiently waiting his turn

Marshal | resumed his report of what Ralf Marten was seeing through Kerlon's eyes.

"An officer enters the cabin where the four nen are sitting. The crew had observed
sonme hatives who are creeping toward the ships. It looks as if an attack is immnent.
According to the officer's description, the group seenms to be barbarians. Kerlon is bound
by his Arkonide code. He's not pernmitted to engage in a fight with them Khrest insists
on leaving the ship at once. Lesur seens desperate. He's afraid to | eave this refuge; he
feels safe inside the spaceship. Khrest gets up, hesitates. The netal capsule! How can he
bring it into his possession? Kerlon appears to notice his sudden interest. He smles and
pushes the roll into his belt, believing it to be safe there. Then he offers to acconpany
his guests to the entrance hatch."

Rhodan qui ckly gl anced at Anne. "Are the spaceships clearly visible fromthe watch
t ower ?"

Anne nodded affirmatively. "Excellent view | can nmake out Markon without any
difficulty. He's standing bel ow the entrance hatch of the middle ship."

"Spl endid! Ras, you'll cone with us. Anne, you too. Marshall, stay here and listen to
what else Marten will have to report. Let's hurry! Cone al ong, Reg!"

They rushed past a few astoni shed Ferrons and ran up the many stairs that led to the
pl atform and onto the watch tower. From high up there the view was magnificent, as Anne
had said. It stretched beyond the plain, to the woods as far as the distant nountain
range. Three gi ant spaceshi ps were poised on the plain. Fromthe nearby woods a horde of
bar bari ans energed, stornming toward the spaceships alnost half a mle away. Gagat raced
at the head of nearly one hundred warriors. He no | onger bothered to canouflage his
novenents. That was his | ast desperate attenpt. Quite openly he proceeded to attack the
spaceshi ps with spears and swords. The | eniency the God had shown so far he interpreted
as weakness. (Gagat felt optimstic.

Khrest and Lesur |left the ship. Kerlon was standing above themin the open hatch. The
silvery cylinder was plainly visible, tucked in his belt. He was waving a farewell
greeting, evidently not caring about Khrest's safety. After all, Khrest had insisted on
| eavi ng. Perhaps Kerlon was secretly hoping that the witness of his presuned defeat woul d
even vani sh for good.

But that was nonsense. Khrest had assured hi mhe would not claimany discovery rights
of this planet. Watever the reason, Kerlon was curious enough to wait a while |onger
before the takeoff. He wanted to see how Khrest would extricate hinself fromthis
precarious situation

As soon as Khrest and his conpani on reached Markon, the three began to nove in the
direction of the castle. Gagat was wi se enough to refrain fromattacking the snmall group
He knew frombitter experience that it would be useless. Gagat's goal was the ships,
not hi ng el se.

Khrest knew that his nission had failed. He had seen the cylinder and intuited that
this was the nysterious sonething he was supposed to bring back fromthe past. Should he
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have wested it by force fromKerlon's hands? What woul d have happened if Kerlon's
suspi ci ons had been aroused? Wuld he ever have flown on to Earth's sol ar systenf

Now it was Rhodan's turn to intervene. This was the last resort.

Kerlon followed the snall group with his eyes. He began to realize the oddity of this
encounter. Who was that man who knew so nmuch and yet asked so many questions? Wiy did he
voluntarily renounce recognition as the official discoverer of this inhabited solar
systen? What infornmation did he have about that race, totally unknown and unheard of by
everyone el se?

Questions, questions, but no answers.

Kerl on wondered why the barbarians so obviously ignored Khrest, Lesur and the robot.
Unnpl ested, the three marched toward the castle. Meanwhil e the barbarians raced toward
the spaceshi ps, brandi shing their swords and spears, yelling lustily.

Kerlon turned abruptly to enter the airlock. He stunbled and for a nonent lost his
footing. He caught hinmself in tinme by grasping the frame of the airlock with his hands.
Thi s sudden novenent | oosened his belt for a second. The snooth netal cylinder slipped
out, dropping straight down to the thick grass bel ow the entrance.

Kerlon saw how the cylinder fell into a small crevice in the ground and roll ed over
to the side

He hesitated. The cylinder was part of the trail he was pursuing. He had to get it
back. On the other hand, the barbarians had cone quite close and began to hurl their
primtive weapons agai nst him And he was not pernitted to defend hinself nor to use
force against them This was the unalterable law Little did he know that just a few
centuries later this |aw woul d be over-turned.

He shouted a command. Seconds | ater the other two spaceships lifted off, slowy
rising into the sky. The flagship still remained on the ground. Its heat cannons began to
spew fl anes.

The barbarians were horrified. Afiery circle was drawn in front of them The circle
drew cl oser and cl oser. A heat wave seened to sear their lungs; snoke choked their
breath. The grass started to burn. The snoke drifted upward. The barbarians hesitated.
They stopped the attack which had seened to be going in their favour.

Kerlon activated the escalator. He slid down into the nmiddle of the protective ring
of fire his guns had placed. He was safe inside. No native would dare penetrate this wall
of flames. He nust retrieve the netal cylinder.

He began to search in the grass, trying to locate the snmall crevice into which the
nmetal cylinder had rolled. It had to be close by. He | ooked here and there, ignhoring the
few poorly ained spears that came flying through the curtain of snoke.

At the very nonent he spotted the tube Iying a couple of feet away, sonething weird
and terrifying occurred.

A dark shape nmaterialized in the nmidst of the snoke. The ghost wore a uniformbut his
face, bare arms and hands were bl ack.

Kerlon was frightened out of his wits although he was not the | east bit
superstitious.

Bef ore Kerlon could even nake a nove, the black figure bent over and picked the
cylinder off the ground. And while Kerlon watched hel pl essly, Ras Tschubai dissol ved
again into the air and di sappeared.

And with him as Kerlon noted with inpotent rage, vani shed his precious,

i ndi spensabl e netal cylinder.

A spear whizzed by close to his head and he realized that he was in i medi at e danger.
Hastily he junped onto the upward rolling escalator and rose up to the entrance hatch. He
was filled with searing fury at Khrest, the black ghost and everything living on this
pl anet .

But he had to abide by his nation's | aws.

He issued commands for i medi ate takeoff and followed the other two spacespheres that
were waiting for himin the upper |ayers of the atnosphere.

They touched down again on another region of Ferrol and stayed there for three days.
Then they left the planet for good.

Wt hout ever stopping they cruised about the system passed dead and uni nhabited
pl anets until they reached the enpty space beyond the forty-third planet. Then Kerl on
ordered a transition manoeuvre. Hi s destination was a solar systemnore than twenty-seven
i ght-years away, whose third planet showed the beginning signs of a prinitive race
trying to free itself fromthe shackl es of ignhorance and backwar dness.
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The forefathers of those who eventually would build the Tower of Babel were about to
be born.

7/ I MMORTALITY - OR - FATALI TY?

Rhodan exam ned the netal cylinder with a puzzl ed expression
Bel | made his usual unsolicited conments. "Looks |ike a specinmen drumthe bug

catchers use way back home on Earth. | wonder what's inside."

"One of the nany answers we need for solving the galactic riddle-a small step ahead
on the endless trail leading to eternity. But we can't waste any tinme now on idle
specul ations. Qur tine here will be up soon."

They had taken | eave of Lesur and his followers and had turned to the enpty vaulted
chanber underneath the castle. The netal cube was |ying untouched and unchanged in the

centre of the room Nothing about the cube gave any indication whether they were still in
the past or had already returned to present tinme. Their only clue lay in the size of the
hall itself. It had grown |arger upon their arrival. Therefore it would nost likely

contract to its former proportions once they started on their return trip to the future.

Rhodan gl anced at his watch. "Qur three days have cone to an end. It's just a matter
of m nutes now, and then.."

He stopped in mdsentence and |istened. Sonewhere in the wi de corridors outside the
wooden door he heard a man scream |ong and | oud. Then canme the clanging of swords in
battle. Seconds l|later, the noise of heavy fighting right outside the heavy door of the
under ground chanber

Ras Tschubai | ooked at Rhodan, a question in his dark eyes. Bell quickly glanced at
the nmetal cube and said: "The barbarians! They're attacking the castle again! Al our
efforts to help Ferrol were in vain."

"We can't know in advance what fate has in store," Rhodan said slowy. "Fate
apparently didn't plan for Lesur and his people to win this fight. It's too late nowto
cone to his rescue once nore."

Before Bell could reply, heavy blows, thudded agai nst the door that separated them
fromthe basenent of the castle. Excited voices and shrill commands coul d be heard. Then
sudden silence. A deep voice said a few words which were followed by triunphant shouts.
Some nmen apparently ran out of the room then returning steps becane audi ble again to the
eager listeners inside the secret chanber. Now they seenmed to place sonme objects directly
in front of the door. Sonme nen | aughed raucously and expectantly.

Rhodan turned to Ras Tschubai. "Have a | ook at what they're planning to do. Be
careful and return right away."

Ras vani shed before Rhodan had hardly fini shed speaki ng.

Fi ve seconds later he rematerialised. Rhodan noticed at once a bl eedi ng wound on the
African's neck

"They plan to bl ow up the door," Ras panted, pressing his hand agai nst his injured
neck. "They nust have found sonme bl asting powder here at the castle. One of the
bar bari ans had the presence of mind to throw his sword at ne. It's just a slight cut. W

nust get away from here inmediately or we'll be lost."
"I wish we could vanish,"” Bell lamented in a furious voice. "Unless this
time-transforner functions to save us, we'll all be blown to bits and pieces. Even if we

did get this beautiful metal cylinder!"

Rhodan | ooked again at his watch. "Qur tinme is up now. Either nowor never." He
turned to Khrest. "How can the i mortal know that we've solved our task? He exists in
present tinme, or do you think he travell ed backward in tinme with us?"

Khrest had no chance to reply for the robot spoke up: "He didn't acconpany us, only
his spirit did-in the tinme-transfornmer. Place the cylinder on the tine-transformer, then
the positronic brain will check whether it's the object we were supposed to retrieve from
the past."

Silently Rhodan carried out Markon's instructions.

Meanwhi l e all had becone qui et outside the chanber door. The barbarians apparently
had wi t hdrawn. Was the fuse al ready burning?

"Ras, go, and extinguish the fuse!"

Ras, whose wound had neanwhil e been dressed by Anne Sl oane, unhesitatingly obeyed
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Rhodan's command al t hough he full well realized he risked being left behind in the past
in case the secret chanber should be suddenly transported ahead to the future.

Ras was back again within three seconds. "Inpossible, | can't do anything out there!"
he shouted, his eyes dilated in terror. "There's no fuse. They sinply spread | oose powder
all over the place outside the door. | inmagine they'll ignite the powder by shooting a

burning arrow into that nmess froma safe distance. There's nothing | can do to prevent
that."

"Then the archer will have to.." began Khrest but he was interrupted by the sudden hum
of the time-transforner. It had started to function again. The floor beneath their feet
was vibrating. Slowy the cellar shrank in size. The walls were snooth again.

The return journey to the future had begun. And none too soon. Wile the wooden door
di sappeared and gave way to a snooth netal wall, the time travellers were thrown to the
ground by a trenmendous shockwave. A bright flash of light blinded them nonentarily. They
barely felt the sudden heat wave. At the same time it grew al nost dark again inside the
room

"We're on our way," Rhodan said, relieved, but sounding quite matter-of-fact, as if
time travelling were an everyday occurrence. "I'mconfident we've nade it."

"Everyone except nme has contributed their share to the success of this mssion," Dr
Haggard conpl ai ned. "Wy did you want ne al ong, then?"

Rhodan smled. "W're all very happy that we didn't need your services, Doc. But you
didn't make the trip totally unneeded. Take care of Ras. Anne Sl oane's handkerchief is
drenched w th bl ood. "

Stepping out of the transnitter that had brought them back to the base on Ferrol
they saw Thor a.

The beautiful Arkoni de woman grew pale at the sight. of Rhodan, Khrest and the rest
of the group. Unm st akabl e di sappoi ntment showed in her face. But when she discovered a
three days' growth of beard on the nmen's face her disappointnent rapidly changed to
ast oni shnent .

Sl owly she approached the group and | ooked at the netal cylinder Rhodan held in his
hands. She could barely nove her lips as she inquired, "I don't quite understand-where
did you get this?"

"From Kerlon," replied Rhodan. "Wiy should it startle you so nuch? Wasn't this the
pur pose of our trip?"

"How could | possibly have forgotten-in such a short while!"

She enphasi zed the last five words in a peculiar manner as she agai n scanned the
nmen's faces, her eyes questioning and puzzl ed. Khrest understood at once what her problem
was. The imortal was fond of playing tricks on nmere nortal creatures. This was not the
first time he had done so. Distorting time was nothing but a gane and still anot her neans
of bluffing and | eading astray those who were voluntarily pursuing the trail he had
pl aced for them

Khrest's face was hairless. Bell, however, rubbed his stubbly beard and grunbled in
enbarrassnent: "Wat do you nean by such a short while? Three days will do that to any
grown man on Earth."”

"How | ong were we gone?" asked Khrest.

"Exactly half an hour," Thora answered softly.

"I believe," Rhodan remarked in a matter-of-fact voice, "we'll have to get used to
such things as long as were dealing with a being that has nastered tine and the five
di mensions. | often try to i magi ne what he might | ook like but |I haven't arrived at any

concl usi on yet."

To the surprise of everyone, Markon joined the conversation w thout having been
invited to do so.

"The immortal doesn't look |ike anything at all..

Once agai n Rhodan was sitting in the centre of the positronic brain.

It had been an easy task to open the nmetal cylinder. The automatic seal of the |lid
had sprung open the nonment they arrived in the present tine. The |lid had sinply been
sealed by a tinme |ock

Inside the tube was a thin foil covered with glow ng synbols. Rhodan nmade a phot ocopy
before he inserted the original into the intake slot of the positronic brain. Then the
| oudspeaker announced:
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THI'S MESSAGE |'S NOT WRI TTEN | N CODE
TRANSLATI ON FOLLOAS SHORTLY. WRI TTEN
VERSI ON W LL BE AVAI LABLE | N HALF
AN HOUR.

That had been twenty m nutes ago.

Khrest, Bell, Haggard and Thora were waiting together w th Rhodan.

"We must realize," began Rhodan, "that the tasks are becomi ng increasingly nore
difficult. The i mortal becones nore and nmore denandi ng and | ess consi derate of our

safety at the sane tinme. If we get caught in a deadly trap it'll be up to us to set
ourselves free again. If we should die while trying.." Rhodan shrugged his shoul ders.
"The trail is getting nore conplex and difficult to follow, " agreed Khrest. Then he

conti nued: The track has been placed in such a way, though, that those endowed with
superior intelligence and special talents cannot lose it. But if the pursuers should |ack
the necessary qualifications, they're dooned to perish. And if they lose their |ives
during the search they don't deserve the gift of immortality. Qur unknown friend has
everything carefully cal cul ated. ™

Rhodan | ooked at Khrest. "I'mconfident the next step will be nore challenging than
t hose before.™

"We can count on that for sure. But this will also nean that we've cone a bit nearer
our goal. That will be a reward in itself."

"And the next tinme," remarked Thora, "I shall join you. |'"'mentitled to participate

in this quest."

Their conversation was interrupted by a |l oud humfromthe brain. The paper strip with
the announced transl ation energed fromthe answer slot. Bell, who was nearest, picked it
up and read it al oud:

WHOEVER W SHES TO FI ND THE WAY MAY STI LL
TURN BACK. BUT | F HE DECI DES TO PURSUE
THE TRAI L, HE MAY REST ASSURED THAT HE
WLL NO LONGER RECEI VE ANY ASSI STANCE
SOON THE UNI VERSE W LL BE SHAKEN

I NVESTI GATE, BUT CONSI DER THAT THI S WORLD
I'S ALI EN AND G GANTI C.

Bell's face was one big question mark as he | ooked at Rhodan. "How do you like that?
It sounds |ike another of his riddles."

Rhodan did not reply. He sat with eyes hal f-cl osed. Khrest took the nessage from Bel
and carefully read the text several tinmes before he passed it on to Thora. She too tried
to fathom the neani ng of the nessage.

Bel | spoke inpatiently. "The universe will be shaken, according to the nessage.
That's what we're supposed to wait for? What nysterious thing is going to send a
shockwave through space-nmaybe an atonic expl osi on?" To nmake each point he punctuated his
sentences by a bang of his fist on the table.

"Not necessarily," said Khrest. "The transition of a |l arge spaceship is enough to
cause such a shockwave throughout the universe. Perhaps a spaceship will arrive. Wat
nust we nake, though, of the alien and gigantic world? It doesn't seemto ne that Ferro
can be nmeant by that."

Thora no | onger seened as confident as a short while before when she had insisted on
participating in the solution of the next task. She expressed the doubts the nmessage had
engendered in her m nd.

"My intuition tells nme, Khrest, that no good will cone of all this. There's danger
ahead. W' ve been too arrogant and presunptuous. So far we've been |ucky-extrenely | ucky.
What if our good |uck runs out?"

Rhodan opened his eyes and regarded Thora. H's face was serious but not desperate. He
was still deliberating.

Haggard ventured an opinion: "Wthout hope |ife becones neani ngl ess. |'m agai nst
abandoni ng our search What do you think, Rhodan?"

The Peacelord slowy |lowered his head in contenplation. To all present an eternity
seened to pass till, resolutely, he | ooked up again. A steely glint plainly shone forth
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fromhis eyes. In that nmonent Earthmen and Arkoni des knew beyond the shadow of a doubt
that, the search for the planet of eternal |ife would be-continued.

They woul d traverse the path ahead of them accepting every challenge put before
them daring every dagger, coping with every peril they would confront; pursuing the
prize of life everlasting that glittered at the end of the quest.

What lay at the ultimate end-the deathly deception of a cruel alien Lorelei or the
heady draft of immortality of a cosmic de Leon?

Siren fatality or Fountain of Youth?

Who coul d say for certain?

Rhodan's voice interrupted the reveries. "No use racking our brains over what was

nmeant by 'the shaking of the universe'. W'll find out in due tinme. But there is
sonmet hing that worries nme-you know what |'m alluding to?"
Bell | eaned forward and asked: "No. Wat, Perry?"

"The nmessage fromthe Unknown tells us that soon the universe will
when were these words recorded? Ten thousand years ago? Earlier still?
wonderi ng, what does an imortal being understand by 'soon'?"

No one, of course, could venture a guess. Silence was the only answer.

' Soon' could nean tonorrow.

But it could al so nean anot her thousand years!

be shaken. But
| am seriously
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