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      1.


      On Board the Tosoma




      “Space,” General Pounder had said at the very beginning of Perry Rhodan’s training, “is cold and black.”


      Pounder had never been in the Beta-Albireo binary system; otherwise, he never would have claimed anything like that. A large orange star and a small blue one juggled four planets: a magma-red sphere, far too heavy in relation to its small size, close to the flame core of the system; a seemingly untouched, white world with a delicate blue atmosphere, a brown-black charred planet without air; and finally a small gray boulder far out, as if fleeing from the strange forces. In stationary orbit around the white world, a strange web shone in many colors. The Web, a stage station for spaceships, which was operated by the Nham, a clan of the humanoid Mehandor, who were commonly referred to as galactic traders.


      No, space was just the unobtrusive backdrop for color games that the Earth had never produced. But that was the end of all the playfulness, because this sentence had also come from General Pounder: “Space is mercilessly deadly if you make a mistake.”


      This statement was now about to come true. Several large spherical spaceships had grouped around the Web—and one was flying straight towards it.




      A sudden jolt went through the Tosoma, knocking Bull off his feet and throwing him against a console.


      “What about all the mousebeavers in the galaxy?” He grimaced only briefly in pain. “The new year is just picking up speed, isn’t it?”


      Rhodan gave him a suspicious look. What was Bull hiding? The fact that he was hiding something was literally written on his face. But this was probably not the right time or place to ask him about it.


      The Web had just pushed Rhodan’s expedition spaceship away from it, thus following the order to hand over the traitors to the Empire.


      The Arkonide Empire was a galactic empire which Rhodan’s companions Thora and Crest had wanted to return home to and which Earth hoped to form a valuable alliance with. No, the new year was only three days old and hadn’t started well at all, but it certainly didn’t leave much room for boredom.


      “The matriarch Belinkhar of Ke-Matlon is throwing us to that Naat and his presumptuous Imperial battle squadron,” said Thora, sitting in an armchair in the command center and keeping an eye on the holos. “Cowards, the Mehandor.”


      Rhodan didn’t respond, although he certainly didn’t share her view. He was sure that Belinkhar had no choice. Eleven armed Arkonide spaceships were a good argument for bowing to the orders of the Naat, even if in purely formal terms a military commander could certainly not give orders to a civilian space station declared neutral during peacetime.


      But as far as her own situation was concerned, Thora did not seem amenable to logical reasoning. He would probably never forget her half-horrified, half-hateful face when, aboard the Arkonide ship Keat’Ark, it turned out that the commander with the rank of Reekha was not a real Arkonide, but a chunky, coarse-looking Naat.


      He had never heard of the Naats before, although they were by no means exotic in the Empire, as a search of the Tosoma’s database had shown. Unfortunately, Rhodan still didn’t know much about the species, so he had to rely on his intuition, which told him that Novaal was not one to make empty threats. He would not spend much time flaunting his instruments, per se, as the Inquisition had once done on Earth.


      The matriarch of the Web had no reason to be particularly well-disposed towards the Tosoma—after all, Rhodan had tried to deprive her of her wages. As payment for the repair of their ship, she had demanded one-seventh of the crew as a workforce for seven years.


      Rhodan had believed he had no choice but to agree and then later go back on his word. But it was of no use; on the contrary, their situation had deteriorated, not least due to the appearance of Novaal’s squadron.


      The holoprojections on the ceiling of the bridge showed the full extent of their distress: tall and purple, Rhodan saw the damaged Tosoma, their spaceship, the pride and joy of Terran astronauts. Every weakness was mercilessly highlighted and quantified with yellow lettering.


      In a neighboring projection, their strategic location was depicted in three dimensions. Colored lines showed current and conceivable movement vectors, text overlays revealed details about the individual objects depicted, such as the performance of the enemy force fields, the thickness and nature of the armor, or up-to-date information on energy flow and distribution.


      You didn’t have to be a military genius like Caesar or Napoleon to analyze the situation: the Tosoma had laid at the bottom of the ocean for ten thousand years. Although it was many centuries ahead of human technology, it was no longer state of the art for its builders.


      “A classic car with engine failure compared to eleven modern racing cars,” Bull said, summing up the situation.


      Rhodan gasped. The beefy man with the close-cut red hair did not look good: deep circles ran under his water-blue eyes, his beard was stubbled, and his cheekbones seemed more pronounced.


      Bull put one hand on his hip. “Does anyone seriously want to bet on the oldie? Damn, we can’t even break their oil pans!”


      “What else are we supposed to do? Give up?” asked Rhodan. He was reluctant to throw in the towel just like that. There had to be a way to turn the tide and make amends for his mistake. After all, they weren’t the villains and swindlers they were thought to be in this area of space.


      “Never!” Thora jumped up and threw back her head imperiously, suddenly falling back into the behavior she had long discarded. But humans and Arkonides probably didn’t change that quickly. “Novaal called us—Crest and me, but probably you too, because you’re traveling with us—traitors. Don’t you know what that means, you barbarian?”


      Gucky placed a reassuring hand on her leg, and she put up with the touch from him without grumbling. Apart from Crest, who was still on the Web, Gucky enjoyed an absolutely exceptional position in her regard.


      “Words are patient. You also call Perry a barbarian, and yet he doesn’t grow hair everywhere or stammer ‘br-br.’ That’s where the word comes from; did you know that?”


      “This is not the time for jokes. When an official representative of the Empire, even if he is a leather-skinned, noseless Naat, calls someone a traitor, it’s akin to a formal verdict. In the periphery of the Empire, there is no procrastination or revision in the execution of such a sentence. If we surrender, it will be our death.”


      “With this balance of power, it will probably be our death if we resist,” Rhodan said.


      She looked at him as if the term barbarian was still too flattering. “There’s another option: escape.”


      “And of course you’ll tell us how we’re going to do it with this old barge!” Bull quipped breathlessly.


      “Of course, because you won’t come up with it on your own. You, Rhodan, will hold out against Novaal while I prepare the Tosoma for escape. A single transition jump is probably enough for the squadron to lose us. Then we’ll be safe for the time being.”


      “Probably?” asked Bull suspiciously. “For the time being? Doesn’t sound like a plan, but an act of desperation.”


      “That depends on how much time I have left for my work.” She ran one hand through her hair and let it slip through her fingers. The pale, white-blonde Arkonide looked stunning, he had to give her that. And she didn’t even seem to be aware of her charisma.


      “What about our comrades who are still on the Web?” said Rhodan.


      “There’s nothing we can do for them,” she replied brusquely. Everyone could hear that she didn’t really want to say that, and everyone was aware of what it meant to her.


      Nevertheless, Rhodan followed up. “You realize that Crest is still there too?”


      “Yes.” Saying that one word seemed to take her a lot of effort, but she said it nonetheless. “Yes. Yes, I know!”


      Rhodan nodded curtly. He did not want to add fuel to the fire, but simply make Thora aware of the implications of her plan. Crest was such an important part of her life that it had to be infinitely difficult for her to leave him behind, especially in close proximity to an Arkonide battle squadron that was obviously not friendly at all.


      “You’ve convinced me. Let’s give it a try!”




      “Novaal speaks!” A holoprojection of the Naat commander appeared in front of Rhodan. “You’re capitulating?”


      Rhodan was silent for a moment as he looked at the Naat appraisingly. The black-skinned stranger was...big. With a height of three meters and a width of one and a half to two meters, he could not think of another word: the wall-like body rested on two short pillaresque legs and carried two long arms and a large, hairless spherical head with three large eyes and a large, oval, thin-lipped mouth.


      A plan began to take shape in his mind, relying on Thora not to set an overly atypical example for the Arkonide people.


      “I don’t think a Naat can take it upon himself to speak like that to the crew of an Arkonide spacecraft. The Empire would never sink so low.”


      “Not a Naat, perhaps, but certainly a Reekha,” Novaal replied without hesitation or visible emotion. “Have the Tosoma ready to let in our boarding squads. Any resistance will result in the destruction of the ship.”


      “You’re breaking Imperial law!” Rhodan reproached him.


      “So?” The Naat seemed interested and slightly amused. “What do you mean by that?”


      “I’m talking about the right to property. In our culture, this right expires in the event that an owner no longer takes care of his property or dies without proven heirs. This right is enshrined in the Empire, isn’t it?”


      It was a shot in the dark, but it seemed to have hit its mark, as Novaal hesitated for a moment. Finally, when he spoke again, he took refuge in a counterquestion.


      “What role should this play in our situation?”


      “We found this ship at the bottom of an ocean. It had been lying there for ten thousand years without anyone caring about it. We salvaged it and repaired it, so it rightfully belongs to us.”


      Out of the corner of his eye, Rhodan saw Thora and Bull working together on the holographic controls. They communicated with glances and quick gestures. The two probably wouldn’t admit it, but when it came down to it, they worked well as a team. Even if one sometimes pulled the control surface away from the other. But there was something wrong with Bull; he seemed more dogged than usual.


      “The ship belongs to the Empire, and the Empire is not dying, so your argument is invalid. Besides, traitors like you have no rights.”


      Rhodan laughed mockingly. “You’re distracting from the point, Novaal. You know full well that these excuses would not stand up to scrutiny by the Emperor’s legal advisors. Only those who have once belonged to it can become traitors to the Great Empire. But that doesn’t apply to me or my crew. Ergo, we can’t be traitors at all.”


      “So?” Novaal suddenly seemed alert. His enormous size and the darkness emanating from him caused a feeling of threat to rise in Rhodan. This stranger was not a human being, not in appearance, not in thought, not in action. At best, he had been “Arkonized.” “So you mean to say that you are not Arkonides?”


      “We are humans.”


      “Humans...” Novaal rolled the word on his tongue. He seemed to be thinking. “Never heard of it. But even a Zaliter would certainly claim to be a Zaliter, yet he is also a member of the Arkonide Empire because he is descended from Arkonide colonists. Why should it be any different for you? You’re clearly Arkonide.”


      “Our world does not belong to the Empire, nor are we descendants of Arkonide colonists,” Rhodan replied, deliberately leaving the Naat a gap in the argument. After all, it wasn’t about really convincing him, even if that would have been a wonderful stroke of luck, but about distracting him until the Tosoma was ready to escape.


      “Tell me, how could an Arkonide ship be found on your planet if it didn’t belong to the Empire?” Novaal attacked the open flank of Rhodan’s argument, as expected.


      “You tell me: why have you never heard of humans if they really belong to the Empire? Look at your database.” Rhodan tried to buy more time.


      Then Bull gave him a sign: two thumbs up! Thora smiled contentedly and confirmed the programmed commands. The ready signal lit up. Her plan would work...


      “I’m going to...” Novaal interrupted himself and stood as if frozen, the three big eyes looking at something that Rhodan could not recognize, probably messages from his tracking department. Then there was a noticeable change within the Naat. “Shut down your power generators immediately!” he ordered harshly.


      But it was already too late—the Tosoma sped off with roaring impulse engines.


      Thora let out a suppressed cry of jubilation, but Rhodan wasn’t sure if it was justified. The Naat had reacted very quickly and at the same time very deliberately.


      “Commander!” roared Novaal, but Rhodan broke the connection.


      “And now?” he asked, seeking Thora’s gaze. He felt the sweat on his forehead. It must go well, he thought. It must!


      “Now we just have to get it to fifty percent the speed of light,” Thora said with a dangerous sparkle in her eyes. “Come on, get to the controls! We’re nowhere near in the clear! The element of surprise will end sooner than we would like.”




      The Tosoma evaded the grip of the eleven spherical spacecraft by taking a course that carried it at a shallow angle over the space station, close to the atmosphere of the icy planet over which it was located.


      Thora had apparently calculated that the Naat would not dare to vandalize the station, as it was too valuable in its function as a landmark, shipyard, and marketplace. So he either had to follow them quickly or wait until the risk of a chance hit to the Web was low enough. In both cases, the Tosoma would have gained a bit of time.


      But would it be enough? Rhodan looked doubtfully at the tracking images and, as a pilot, prepared to lend that part of unpredictability that would elevate the flight maneuvers from flawless to perfect. Because only then could they escape from their opponent.


      “Enemy fire,” said Gucky, who was looking closely at the holoimages on the ceiling. “It’s going to be a hot ride, friends!”


      Faster than expected, the gun control stations of the combat squadron reacted: ultrahot embers and torpedoes chased through space after the Tosoma. With inhuman precision, they shot past the station without hitting it.


      The Tosoma roared and the whole bridge shook. What did Thora plan? Rhodan thought. The Arkonide had put all her eggs in one basket, that was clear to him, but it was only at that moment that he realized how much so.


      Never before had the acoustic inner workings of the old spaceship seemed so infernal to him. He also knew that they had to use all their reserves and turn off all the control mechanisms that were intended for normal operation. If they didn’t throw everything into the balance, they would lose.


      And even if all possibilities were exploited, their chances of escaping were not particularly good. Bull had made this point with his classic car comparison. The high-revving cars of the Empire were far superior to the good old Tosoma.


      “They’ll take up pursuit,” Bull said. “It’s too early, damn it! Two idiotic seconds too early!”


      Thora did not turn away her gaze, which she held firmly fixed on the acceleration and speed indicators. “We can do it. Rhodan. Don’t make evasive moves; otherwise we won’t reach fifty percent fast enough.”


      Rhodan saw the eleven ships move closer. They were undamaged craft of a much younger series than the Tosoma. It was going to be close—extremely close.


      “Shielding field load sixty percent,” Gucky reported excitedly. “No, wait, seventy and rising. These guys are really angry.”


      “How much longer?” asked Rhodan.


      “Ten seconds, if this continues.”


      “Three,” said Thora. The speed of the ship was already at forty-eight percent of the speed of light and rapidly increasing. “Two, one...”


      Now! Rhodan thought, bracing himself for the pain that came with each transition.


      Instead, a terrible blow struck the Tosoma, and all the lights went out.

    

  

  
    
      2.


      On Mars




      See: this is Mars...


      The fourth planet of the solar system, the closest to Earth and basically habitable thanks to its existing, albeit thin, atmosphere. It has only a tenth of the Earth’s mass, a quarter of the Earth’s surface, and half the diameter of the Earth, but it is one and a half times as far away from the warming fire of the Sun and orbited by twice as many satellites.


      And yet Mars has fascinated people since time immemorial. Its dominant colors, red and orange, like blood and embers, gave science the idea of naming it after the Roman god of war and christening its two moons Fear and Terror: Phobos and Deimos. In fact, fire and humidity are not characteristics that would distinguish it. Mars is a cold planet when measured against Earth. Near the equator, it is twenty degrees during the day, but up to minus eighty-five degrees at night—on average minus fifty-five, although it can be significantly warmer in the south than in the north.


      And anyone who has ever seen its arid plains and barren mountains, felt the taste of dust on their tongue, with every breath tasting of filtered, enriched, processed air, which nevertheless can’t be expelled because it is so ubiquitous, suspects what Mars lacks: water.


      In fact, there is water. The polar ice caps store it, and in summer they partially release it back into the atmosphere as vapor. But that is not enough to turn the red dust desert into a fertile world.


      To achieve this is the privilege that humanity has acquired, thanks in part to the Arkonide technology that it has been so surprisingly entrusted with.


      See: this was Mars...




      The tall, gaunt man sat tied up in the Mars mobile, which drove through the underground of Arsia Mons towards an unknown destination.


      I, Cyr Aescunnar, historian, scientist, and researcher, sit tied up under observation by a strange creature, driven by a nonhuman in a vehicle that is taking me under a volcano on the planet Mars.


      If someone had told him his future two years ago, he would have thought it was a lie. Four impossibilities in a single sentence!


      On Mars!


      Under a volcano!


      Chauffeured by a deaf-mute inhabitant of the Vega system!


      Threatened by a strange Martian creature!


      Despite his precarious situation, Aescunnar couldn’t help but smile. The fifth lie was so obvious and underpinned everything that no one noticed it anymore: his own name. Because he had not been born as Cyr Aescunnar; he had awakened at some point and known that this was his name, in that deep way that only sometimes exists when name and being are one.


      And yet all five lies were true, even if those truths seemed unbelievable to him.


      The Mars mobile bumped along through the darkness only briefly revealed by the headlights: coarse, porous stone pierced by tunnels. Where were they taking him?


      Thanks to the transparent dome, he felt as if the darkness were falling upon him, reaching for him with its inky fingers. Only the pale, indirect illumination provided by the dashboard made it possible to perceive anything at all.


      And his legs hurt. The Bubbles, as the Mars mobiles were sometimes called, brought together the best of Terran and Ferron technology, but since Ferrons were stockier and shorter than humans, he wobbled back and forth on the seat while still feeling cramped and uncomfortable in the leg area on the other. In addition, he felt the weight of his space suit, despite all the relief that this modern garment offered him. Fifty kilograms was fifty kilograms, no matter what the scientists might tell him about the difference between mass and weight. But neither the pure weight or mass depressed him like his outlook for the near future.


      What did Hetcher and the sinister creature who called itself “Tweel” plan to do with him? What did they want? Surely, it didn’t have to do with him; he hadn’t done anything to them, at least nothing he remembered. So their actions had to be rooted in their own motives. First, they had wanted to kill him; now, apparently they didn’t. They didn’t even say a word about it—no gesture signifying anything like regret or insight. Did they even know what they were doing? What destination were they heading for?


      He sat there in the faint bluish light and listened to his breathing. How loud and heavy it sounded under his helmet; he hadn’t noticed it before. In general, everything sounded somehow distorted and dull. How he longed to feel fresh air on his face again, the feeling of space around him... In a word: freedom.


      “Are we going to be there soon?” he asked, breaking the silence that felt so uncomfortable because it only increased his uncertainty.


      He heard a deep hiss, as if from a great serpent. The sound rose and fell softly. An elastic beak clacked next to his head, fortunately outside his protective suit. A four-toed claw dug into his shoulder, squeezing the thick, yielding fabric. A sound vaguely reminiscent of the rustling of leaves sounded. Was the noise coming from that thing...Tweel?


      In the play of light and shadow, his gaze slid along its fingers and scrawny arms, up and into the face of the...creature. It looked around on all sides with jerking, bobbing, birdlike movements of its head. It didn’t say anything. Did it even speak? It stared at him motionlessly, then its gaze wandered to a point where Aescunnar knew Hetcher to be.


      He turned around again. Hetcher looked at him, his fingers in eager motion: Don’t be afraid, they announced. We don’t want to harm you.


      The historian was by no means reassured. We? What was the relationship between the mute Ferron and the...well, Martian being...that he had chosen to use the sign for “us”?


      “What do you want? Hetcher, my friend, tell me, please.”


      Of course, Hetcher could not speak, for he was deaf and mute. Aescunnar was able to communicate with the Ferron in a targeted manner by means of a program he had developed himself. In doing so, he had discovered that Hetcher was more than just a worker who only made himself useful by checking individual installations on Mars. It had never occurred to anyone to take Hetcher’s observations seriously, or even to request them in the first place. What a waste...


      That’s difficult to explain but easy to understand, Hetcher replied. You have to experience it. I’m not allowed to tell you. I can’t do it. I don’t want to.


      Aescunnar slid nervously back and forth. Such statements did not reassure him at all. Tweel bent its neck so that the head with the colorful feathers oscillated directly in front of his face. Was he mistaken or was the Martian being laughing at him? At least that’s how the expression looked.


      Unfortunately, it obscured his view of Hetcher. He chased the creature out of his field of vision with his hands and accepted its annoying hissing. Was it really intelligent?


      “Who or what is Tweel? At least you can tell me that. Surely you’ll allow me to know my would-be murderer.”


      Hetcher made a gesture of helplessness, then signed, Just have a little more patience. Our journey will soon be over. I have to continue driving now; the path is not easy.


      Aescunnar tried several more times to get Hetcher to tell him something about what was actually happening on Mars, but the Ferron simply turned back to the dashboard. His hands were now silent and concentrated on steering the vehicle through the rock.


      Tweel huddled next to the human. It eyed him suspiciously and with amusement at the same time, but it did nothing.


      As if it is waiting for something...


      Aescunnar became nervous.


      They penetrated deeper and deeper into the subsoil of Mars; sand turned to stone, and temperatures increased slightly. The vehicle crawled through the eternal darkness at less than twenty kilometers per hour. Sometimes interesting rock formations passed by so quickly that he couldn’t take a closer look at them, but something about them seemed artificial. Not conspicuous, but in such a way that it did not go unnoticed by his keen eye. Would he find the spots again by copying the vehicle’s memory drives?


      If I get around to it at all...




      At some point, Aescunnar had completely lost track of time and Hetcher slowed down. Then the vehicle stopped completely: the rocking stopped, and the light from the headlights remained focused on one spot.


      They shone upon another Mars mobile in the cavern. Its dome was open, neither corpse nor creature within. Where was the crew, and what were they looking for in this place? With so few people on the Red Planet, any passages into a volcano were unlikely to be of primary interest, especially since the Mars mission was first intended to explore the extent to which the planet was suitable for shaping human living conditions.


      Aescunnar summed up his astonishment in one question: “A vehicle! How did it get here?”


      Probably via the same path as us, Hetcher replied dryly. We’ll take a look at it; it won’t take long. In the meantime, do you want to stretch your feet?


      Aescunnar just nodded, so surprised he was by this offer. While he had been unable to escape from the moving vehicle, they had kept him handcuffed, and now, with every chance to escape, they let him go? It didn’t add up. Something wasn’t right, he sensed. What was happening here?


      To answer that, he had to follow a path of many other questions that seemed to lead in completely different directions. First of all, there was Hetcher: what secret was hidden behind this figure, which at first glance seemed unassuming? The Ferron had certainly been to several Vega worlds and knew the conditions of successful terraforming. So what was he doing here when he only handled seemingly unimportant things like maintenance? And after his surprising behavior over the last hour, more fundamental questions arose: What did he know about Mars that no one else even suspected? Was he really so clueless about the fate of the other Mars mobile and its crew? And...what was his relationship with Tweel?


      Tweel, on the other hand, inspired a very special set of questions. Such a thing could not live on Mars. To be honest, it seemed impossible to him that a further developed form of life existed in this place at all. If that were the case, he would have to consider Tweel to be a spawn of his mind, an illusion. However, he was unable to do that after his experiences with the creature. Unless he was truly losing his mind. So all that remained was the assumption that Tweel really existed. In that case, it was hard to imagine it could be a lone being. Consequently, there could be more creatures like Tweel. Maybe a pack had attacked the Mars mobile?


      His thoughts were abruptly interrupted when Hetcher loosened his shackles.


      Come, he said.


      Tweel squatted beside them, but in a strangely friendly way. Aescunnar stood up, felt the pain in his legs, and carefully climbed out of the Mars mobile. The movements were difficult for him as the extra mass made itself felt. The gaunt man first had to figure out how best to move.


      Stretch your legs. This cave is big enough, Hetcher said. You’ll find us at the Mars mobile over there.


      “Did you... Do you mind if I look at the other Mars mobile?”


      Hetcher and Tweel exchanged only a quick glance. No, why should we? Hetcher replied. But it is better not to disturb us at work; then it will go faster.


      Aescunnar didn’t intend to get in Tweel’s way with anything. “Sure.”


      Snarling, hissing, and rustling, Tweel glided towards and up the Mars mobile until it sat on its dome. Its four-toed fingers and claws clung to it, enthroning the creature perched above the Martian vehicle. Its eyes eagerly sifted through every detail, its feathers bristled, and it rocked its head back and forth.


      Hetcher hurried to follow. Aescunnar waited a moment, then he went after him and went to look up the serial number on the vehicle. And indeed, there it was!


      Well, something like that. The serial number was that of the Mars mobile that Bradbury Base’s commander had been in before contact was lost.


      Commander Nguyen had disappeared without a trace four weeks earlier. It was clear to everyone at Bradbury Base that he must be dead. He simply did not have enough air to survive that long outside of the base.


      Now it was certain: the commander was certainly dead. But Nguyen had not fallen victim to a technical defect or a Martian dust storm. He had steered his vehicle into the underworld of the Red Planet and gotten out here. Was it voluntary? Had he been lured to this place? Or had Tweel forced him? What had Commander Nguyen been doing under Arsia Mons? And more importantly, where had he gone?


      “Strange,” he said, more to himself than the aliens.


      What’s strange? Hetcher asked.


      Aescunnar shrugged. “This. That Nguyen left his Mars mobile behind. He must have found something really important, even if he forgot to inform Bradbury Base about it.”


      Hetcher exchanged a glance with Tweel. Yes, you could put it that way. He discovered something...


      Alarmed, Aescunnar took a few steps forward, circling the vehicle, and saw a slumped figure in the yellowish light of his helmet headlamp, his back to the wall, legs resting against the Mars mobile. A human in a space suit. At a glance, he could see that the suit was intact, with no signs of a fight.


      “Commander Nguyen!” Aescunnar almost yelled the words and was quickly by the other man’s side. He grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him.


      The figure’s head jerked up, and Aescunnar flinched at the sight: he had found Commander Nguyen!


      But the man was dead. And that wasn’t the truly horrible thing, because after all, anyone who roamed alone on an alien planet lived with that risk. No, what shocked the historian was the expression on the man’s face. It was what someone who had caught a glimpse of hell and realized that it far exceeded all his worst fantasies looked like. The look of those wide-open, dead eyes...


      A scraping, smacking sound like suction claws on glass sounded behind him. Tweel looked at him, no longer curious.


      Knowing.


      No! Aescunnar thought, and he had a fleeting vision of his own future. His very short future. Then he ran. He didn’t know what to expect, but one thing was clear to him: he had to go.

    

  

  
    
      3.


      On Board the Tosoma




      +++ Tosoma Files: Passengers +++




      +++ TO-P 756: Kergonen, Felicita +++


      Born: June 29, 2016, height 1.65 meters, weight 49 kilograms, hair color blonde, eyes green-gray


      Professional career: Studied at Yale, specializing in transplant medicine, thesis topic (in progress): Terran-Ferron peculiarities


      Prognosis: Passenger FK stands out among her peers due to her sober powers of observation and natural curiosity, but by no means significantly. Her participation in the voyage came about primarily from her friendship with Tifflor/Julian (see TO-B-312) as well as Eberhardt/Klaus (see TO-P-757) and Hifield/Humpry (see TO-P-758).




      +++ TO-P 757: Eberhardt, Klaus +++


      Born: August 15, 2015, height 1.72 meters, weight 83 kilograms, hair color dark blond, eyes gray-blue


      Professional career: Studied at Yale, began early, specialization in physics/astrophysics, graduated with degree in physics 2036, doctorate in astrophysics in progress


      Prognosis: KE is considered an outstanding theorist even among Yale’s top executives. His understanding of the hyperphysical peculiarities of Arkonide technology is striking.


      Received an offer for a scholarship at the Terran University for Theoretical Basic Research. Participation in the trip is particularly recommended due to the friendship with Tifflor/Julian (see TO-B-312) as well as Kergonen/Felicita (see TO-P-756) and Hifield/Humpry (see TO-P-758).




      +++ TO-P 758: Hifield, Humpry +++


      Born: July 9, 2015, height 1.91 meters, weight 110 kilograms, hair color blond, eyes blue


      Professional career: Studied at Yale, majored in sports science, coach of the Yale youth boxing team, active heavyweight boxer (0 losses in 18 fights 2035-36)


      Prognosis: HH is in the best physical condition and will give a sports presentation together with TO-P-600 (see Bantamin, Shalam) and TO-P-342 (Kirkesgaard, Ole) at the Arkon Court. Psychological care is recommended (indication: inferiority complexes with overcompensation); therefore, additional recommendation to take in close friends, esp. Tifflor/Julian (see TO-B-312), Orsons/Mildred (see TO-P-087), Kergonen/Felicita (see TO-P-756), and Eberhardt/Klaus (see TO-P-757).




      “What was that?”


      Gucky’s voice rang out in the darkness. All light had failed. Not even a star illuminated the bridge; that was the price for safety at the center of the spherical ship.


      Rhodan stood in absolute darkness and listened. He suddenly heard much more clearly, as if his brain were now concentrating on the acoustic stimuli since there was nothing more to perceive visually.


      Again, the Tosoma trembled under attack. He had to make an effort not to lose his balance, although normally the movement would not have caused him any trouble. This, too, was an effect of the darkness and sudden uncertainty. At the same time, there was a rumble that did not match the usual background noise.


      We’ve been hit!


      His stomach felt like it was stuck in a rapid downward elevator that stopped all of a sudden. He could hear Bull’s heavy breathing. Thora even choked slightly, and Gucky sounded as if he wanted to expel a pellet.


      What do the others hear coming from me?


      He cursed the highly designed, service-oriented equipment of the spaceship. A couple of neat emergency switches, purely mechanical, plus emergency lights powered by their own small batteries... Little things that would have been enough to make the Tosoma manageable in the unlikely event that all redundancy systems failed. Something that, according to the understanding of the Arkonides, was not possible at all. Except it was happening at that very moment.


      “What do we do now?” asked Gucky in a trembling voice.


      “Wait and see,” Thora replied.


      Something shimmered in the blackness before Rhodan’s eyes, which involuntarily reminded him of the fairy dust from Peter Pan. The shimmering became a diffuse glow and formed displays, created by advanced Arkonide holotechnology. On the other side, material control surfaces, parts of the graphical user interface, flashed like puzzle pieces and gradually formed themselves back into meaningful displays. The lighting came on and flickered painfully, frantically before rising back to normal levels and burning more steadily. So, the systems had stabilized again. But not all of them.


      “Damage in the engine area,” Thora reported. “Speed at forty-seven percent.”


      “If I haven’t cursed today,” grumbled Bull, who was sitting on the floor holding his hip, “the moment has come, hasn’t it?”


      Rhodan pulled himself together. He felt something warm, damp running down his face. A cut. He wiped away the blood and went to Thora. “Anyone hurt?” he asked.


      “We’re fine.” That was Gucky.


      “Don’t ask so stupidly.” Bull. “We should close our space suits.”


      Thora stared at the instruments and opened her mouth as if to answer him; then the Tosoma trembled again. Indicators lit up in aggressive red, somewhere the noise of a terrible explosion sounded out, and immediately alarms boomed throughout the ship.


      Rhodan saw the status report at the same moment as Thora. A volley of radiation had penetrated the armor of the hull and damaged one of the structural converters that had just been provisionally repaired by the Mehandor.


      If we weren’t sitting in the center of the space, we would already be mourning the first fatalities, he thought. He shouted loudly, “It’s over! We must surrender!”


      Thora narrowed her eyes. “It’s too late for that. Hold on!”


      Bull, who was pulling himself back up, saw what she was doing and said in bewilderment, “You’re not serious, Thora!”


      Thora enabled full counterthrust and forced the Tosoma into a desperate maneuver. The ship was now racing towards its pursuers and firing from all weapons at the Imperial ships.


      “When we reach the station...” Thora warned them.


      She’s riding the Pooka, Rhodan thought. That can’t go well...


      He prepared himself for what would inevitably come in old Irish legends: jumping off a cliff.




      The ground shook beneath their feet, but Francesca insisted, “This ship is a technological marvel. Arkonide high technology, with multiple backup systems. Nothing can happen to us.”


      Sven grabbed her shoulder. “Everything can break! If you ask me...”


      She reluctantly brushed off his hand. “But I’m not asking you. You’re a good metallurgist. What you lack is trust.”


      “Trust? Listen, this ship is screeching right now as if metal is tearing everywhere, as if someone is grabbing it with a force beyond our imagination! We’re going to crash unless we explode first.”


      Her gaze made him feel a contempt that he would never have thought possible. On the flight to Arkonide territory, he had befriended the politician, or so he had thought.


      Sven and Fran.


      She came from Italy, had studied geography and ecotrophology, and had become involved in politics through her studies. Her career had begun a good ten years ago in some South American country. She had even been Minister of Education and Environment there once, but he had forgotten both the country and her tenure. Living in northern Europe and playing a key role in the large steel mills almost inevitably meant that he had no detailed knowledge of day-to-day politics taking place so far away in a fragmented world.


      With Rhodan, it had changed and even more so with the mission of the Tosoma. The world was forced together in the face of the galactic star meadow on which they were just taking their first steps. You would see Arkon. New trade links, new technologies; what an unheard-of market.


      In the meantime, he would be happy if they arrived safely back on Earth. On Earth, not Terra. He would probably never quite accept the new designation, although it meant the same thing.


      “We’re in the innermost spherical cell,” Fran said, trying to make her voice sound like a sharp rebuke. “All around we have a crumple zone of several dozen meters and then another. It is impossible for us to be endangered.”


      He grabbed her by the hand and dragged her a few steps along. “You’re still thinking on a much-too-small scale. Whoever wants to get to us, do you think they would try if they didn’t have a chance of success? We don’t know anything about the powers we’re getting involved with. Take the Mehandor...”


      “Let me go!” Fran said, emphasizing every word like an order. “The Mehandor treated us fairly by their standards. I don’t think we’re fighting them now. Do not spread such panic! We’re safe here.”


      The light flickered and the ground shook again. Suddenly, a weight seemed to fall on the people, almost bringing them to their knees.


      The pressure absorbers have failed. Or gravitational control is going crazy. He went through the two possibilities that crossed his mind as reasons for what was happening.


      Fran groaned. He saw thin lines of blood running out of her eyes and ears.


      “Fran!” He wanted to reach for her, but his arms couldn’t hold up against the pull downwards.


      Then it was over and normal gravity returned. Francesca stood up and wiped her face so that the thin lines of blood now became painted wounds. Of course, she was unaware of her appearance, but in those moments she seemed frightening to him.


      “See? No need to worry. This fairy-tale technology...”


      A horrible roar, crunch, and burst swallowed her words. With eyes widened in shock, the pair fell over towards a sidewall that was suddenly the floor.


      So, it is the artificial gravity that’s gone haywire! thought Nylund as he prepared himself for the pain that would inevitably follow.




      It took Rhodan no more than a quick glance at the damage reports to understand the situation: the Tosoma was a burning wreck, at best. The protective force field had long since ceased to work, and every halfway well-aimed volley of radiation hit the metal ball and punched or melted holes in the shell. Artificial gravity repeatedly stopped or changed its vector, and further explosions shook the ship.


      “Why don’t they end it?” gasped Bull. His gaze wandered desperately through the bridge. Everywhere were error messages, damage reports, and failing repair routines.


      Why is he leaning against the wall so strangely? Rhodan thought, but before he could analyze it any further or speak directly to Bull, he was distracted again.


      “They want us alive so that they can kill us afterwards,” Thora claimed. But Rhodan saw that this was more wishful thinking and she had only said it so as not to worry the others. “They’re probably making records of it to prove what they’ve done.”


      Gucky clung to her leg. “If they really want to catch us alive, they won’t do anything too clever. They could just stop shooting; that would make everything a lot easier!”


      “They are Naats,” said Thora, as if that said it all. She actuated several sensor fields one after the other and suppressed curses as they darkened under her fingers.


      “The control system is failing,” Bull said, explaining the phenomenon. “I can bridge it and put it on the side console.”


      “I’ll take over!” Rhodan hurried over and waited for the controls to activate. Even at a glance, he saw that most of the thrust and correction nozzles no longer worked. They were racing through space without steering wheels. “It’s not just the controls!” he shouted to Thora. “The engine is gone. Three more impulse engines are still getting juice, but the transition engine is unusable.”


      “Three will have to be enough,” she replied, coming over to him, pulling Gucky with her. She looked at the ads only briefly. “All right. It’s not hopeless, it’s over. Bull, clear all evacuation routes. If we want to save part of the crew, we only have one try!”


      “What are you going to do?” asked Rhodan.


      “She wants to set us on a new course with the last three engines and by blowing off another part of the propulsion section to crash neatly on Snowman,” squealed Gucky excitedly, having read Thora’s mind. “Do you think it will work?”


      Rhodan closed his eyes. He trusted Thora, Bull and, last but not least, his own abilities. They would make it. “I have to.”


      Again, a violent blow struck the Tosoma, and it sounded like an old Tibetan temple gong.


      “No!” cried Thora.


      The holos under the central ceiling flickered and went out.


      Rhodan felt the touch of a hand, and then suddenly everything became bright and ice-cold...




      “Emergency! Emergency! Please prepare for evacuation! Emergency! Emergency!” boomed a dark voice. She was speaking Arkonide, but thanks to the translators implanted in all the travelers aboard the Tosoma, they understood every word. It was a bit like magic, and Julian Tifflor’s head was spinning when he dealt with the theoretical foundations and practical implementation; however, he was pleased that no doubters had blocked the way for this new invention with demands for long-term test series and investigations of possible side effects.


      “Quick!” Julian urged his friend, and she did what was humanly possible to scare away their three mutual acquaintances. They had all taken part in several exercises in case of emergency, but then they had known that it was all just a game. In a good mood, they had taken the glowing emergency routes with the other people on board and gathered in front of the rescue slides and capsules. It had been harmless because there was no real danger, and exciting because they could all see and experience a little more of the foreign, far superior technology.


      No one expected it to get this serious. The Tosoma did not have enough escape pods because the ship had been found practically empty, and they all had to be specially remade. Human ingenuity and Arkonide cutting-edge technology, even with surges of innovation thanks to Topsidans and Ferrons, and all the world’s factories, could not be converted so quickly.


      When the situation became clear to them, Felicita had been the first. She had to admit that something was wrong with the Tosoma and that Rhodan’s whole elaborate plan was in danger of failing, and they had set out in the direction of the designated escape routes.


      Suddenly, Julian had ordered a stop.


      Ordered. As if I’m squad leader of a military unit...


      But he had realized that if worse came to worst, the Tosoma’s normal rescue capacity would not be sufficient, either for the sheer number of people or within the necessary time frame. Consequently, he could only improve everyone’s chances of survival by taking his friends and himself out of the equation. And to do that, they had to use an escape route that was not designated as such: one of the operational air locks.


      With the exception of Mildred, the others did not seem particularly inclined to trust him in his assessment of the situation, and as they did not know Mildred very well, her word carried little weight for them in this matter. For Fel, Klaus, and Humpry, he was a friend, a buddy, and not the one who accompanied the awakening of mankind and already survived many an adventure. Nothing really distinguished him from them; rather, he was inferior to them in many ways except for one thing: he had simply been in the right place at the right time.


      What a stupid idea to take her with me! the young man thought. If she doesn’t make it, I’ll blame myself forever.


      “Mildred, you and Felicita go ahead in the direction of the B237 to the air lock. You know what I mean?”


      Mildred nodded energetically and dragged Felicita past him and the other two guys who had been debating the correct strategy. The heavyset one was Klaus Eberhardt, who would not have been expected to mess with the much taller and bulkier Humpry Hifield, of all people.


      “But the onboard safety plan says that we have to go to D798 sooner,” Mildred said. “That’s where the next entrances to the safety slides are.”


      “What do you want there? We should get ready to defend the ship!” Humpry had a peroxide-blond hedgehog hairstyle and looked like the perfect quarterback even in the thin onboard air of the Tosoma.


      “We’re not on the field here,” Julian snapped at him.


      “That’s why we should use a gun cabinet first,” Humpry insisted.


      “No, we have to go to the safety chutes immediately,” Klaus demanded with the persistence of a mule.


      Humpry walked quickly over to the cupboard and rattled the door resolutely. “Open it, Jules!”


      Julian snapped at his ear from behind. “Hump, just listen to me, okay? Leave the guns where they are.”


      The four-faced man, who was about the same age as the others, turned around and glared at Julian. “You...shouldn’t...do...that!” he cried angrily.


      “Then don’t make me do it!”


      Klaus growled something incomprehensible. Then he turned around and stumbled after the two women.


      “What a Goody Two-shoes,” said Humpry before turning back to Julian. “Was he like that before or did his physics studies make him stupid?”


      Julian shrugged. “Basically, he’s right.”


      “But you know better, Jules, don’t you?” Humpry laughed briefly. “We’re going to need weapons, and you know that very well.”


      “First of all, the cupboards are locked. Secondly, we have no time, and third...oh, just listen to me.”


      “You’re just terribly lucky that you’re the son of your old man, and that Pounder has taken a liking to you. No one would think of sending greenhorns like you and Millie on the greatest adventure of all time.” Humpry grabbed Julian and lifted him up by his hips. “Well, you still have such a big mouth?”


      Julian kicked him in the thighs. “You wouldn’t be here without me! Now let me down! We have to go to the air lock.”


      Humpry laughed roughly. “If your age is...” He thought better of continuing. “All right, come on, Jules. After all, we can’t leave the three of them alone.” He set Julian down and walked briskly behind the others.


      At least now they’re doing as I say... Julian thought as he ran after them. Why not from the start?


      He wondered if his old friend might be right. Until now, he had always taken it for granted that he would venture into space alongside Rhodan, and Mildred was just as natural a companion. He had never seriously wondered why. What had he had to offer half a year ago besides the naivety and enthusiasm of youth? Could he seriously explain to anyone that for the most dangerous missions it was better to choose a greenhorn than a trained specialist? Only with the argument that young eyes, unclouded by experience, sometimes saw the new better and more truthfully?


      Wasn’t it rather the case that Rhodan and the others had somehow wanted to show their gratitude to Julian’s father? William Tifflor had been one of the top lawyers in the United States. His advocacy for Crest da Zoltral had brought him to Rhodan’s side. In the meantime, he belonged to the small, exclusive circle of coordinators of the young Terran Union and devoted himself to the Herculean task of building a functioning judicial system that met the requirements of the new era.


      Had William Tifflor himself influenced the decisions? After all, he had put in a good word for Julian’s friends, leading to them taking part in the flight to Arkon. A flight that now threatened to end long before they reached their destination. No...he wasn’t making those calls. Not anymore, anyway. Pounder had had long, serious conversations with each of the Tifflors after the near-fatal operation against the Fantan in the Vega system, and that time, even the eloquent William Tifflor had kept his mouth shut and only nodded thoughtfully afterwards.


      Wanderlust is starsickness, thought Julian. It was a feeling that few felt as burning as he did, even though many millions knew the song. And Pounder saw this wanderlust and knew how to shape it.


      “You can learn all sorts of things, but your heart has to stand firm no matter what wind blows in your face. Are you willing to give up everything?”


      Julian had hesitated. No, he couldn’t imagine doing without Mildred, he said without thinking. Then, immediately, the panic had risen that he had messed up with this honest answer.


      But Pounder had only smiled, despite those sad eyes that still saw a loss lying far in the past. Hadn’t the old man once lost his family in an accident? Julian didn’t know; it was too far away in territory too private. But he sensed that Pounder was serious when he put a hand on his shoulder and said, “Remember this, boy. There are things you should never sacrifice. A good woman is one of them. And now let’s take care of your training, cadet!”


      That was months ago. And now his career could quickly come to an end. To prevent this, they had to reach the air lock in B237. The Tosoma was on fire, both literally and figuratively. Julian didn’t know exactly why, but he could feel that the ship was coming to an end. If he and his friends managed to reach the air lock and equip themselves with the space suits stored there, they had a chance to survive the sinking of the eight-hundred-meter-diameter spacecraft.


      At least that’s what he hoped.




      When Julian arrived at the air lock, the ship was already creaking in a storm like a wind chime two hundred years ago.


      “What’s that?” Klaus cast uneasy glances at the ceiling.


      “It doesn’t matter. Don’t worry about it; you can’t change it anyway. Here, put this on!” Mildred held out a space suit to him.


      So, there were actually some stored here. Lucky.


      Klaus eyed the suit suspiciously. “I thought you had to undress completely first...because of all the tubes and such?”


      “Just put it on over your clothes!” commanded Mildred. “Ignore the tubes; there’s no time.”


      The chubby young man awkwardly slipped into the space suit. He had done much better in training, but this was not training; it was a real emergency.


      “Don’t worry,” Julian comforted him. “Hopefully, we won’t have to stay in them too long, you’ll see.”


      Humpry slapped the smaller man on the back. “Just don’t go in your pants and it’ll be fine!” He laughed out loud while Klaus lowered his gaze. He had always been the awkward one of the youthful trio.


      Julian noticed that both of them were scared and couldn’t handle it properly. Involuntarily, he grasped Mildred’s hand. They had both been through the same thing. And it wasn’t even that long ago. When did that change? When had they shed this aspect of their youth? He thought of other people he had met when his father had represented them in court. Among them were some who were supposed to be young in years, but whose eyes were ancient. Would he become one of those? A young man with old eyes?


      Mildred returned the familiar pressure of his hand and drew a small heart on the back of it with her index finger.


      “I’ll help you,” Felicita said, fixing the suit so that Klaus could finally close it. “See? No problem, it was just something that got tangled.”


      However, Klaus did not look at the petite blonde, but kept his gaze fixed on Humpry, who was taking off his shirt. Julian saw Felicita swallow. Was she in love with the uncouth fellow? Admittedly, Humpry didn’t look bad with his bronzed, tight skin over well-trained yet unobtrusive muscles. But what would a boxer like him do with the fragile Felicita?


      Oh.


      He suppressed the images. Some people probably also wondered what Mildred saw in him.


      “Are you going to finish soon, Hifield?” asked Mildred. The fact that she didn’t use his first name and the way she pronounced “Hifield” betrayed her impatience. “You don’t have to take off your clothes, you know?”
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