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      1.


      Smile, damn you! Smile! Those were Pounder’s orders.


      So Perry Rhodan smiled as he and his crew crossed the endless concrete expanse of the launch complex at Nevada Fields in the early morning of June 19, 2036. He smiled as if the heavy space suit wasn’t dragging him down like a lead weight, determined to keep him on Earth by hook or by crook. He smiled as if he wasn’t drenched with sweat. He smiled as if all that hung in the balance were the lives of him and his crew. Millions of viewers, across the world and in the stands at the edge of the launch pad, were watching their march. He smiled to ensure that none of them had even a passing thought that there might be far more hiding behind that smile—specifically, that the fate of all mankind was at stake.


      Behind them, growing ever more distant, stood the spaceport’s control center. In that labyrinth of buildings, hundreds of specialists were feverishly toiling away over the last preparations for the launch. They were assisted by tens of thousands of others spread across North America and the globe who supplemented their work, monitored it, and, if need be, corrected it.


      The launch tower rose up before them. It stood so tall that when Rhodan leaned his head back to take in the full scope of the immense structure, his space suit’s locking ring dug painfully into his neck. The tower’s monumental presence briefly reminded him of the cathedrals of medieval Europe.


      Steaming and hissing near the tower, connected to its systems by way of countless cables and conduits, was the rocket that would catapult his crew beyond the Earth’s clutches. And, resting at the rocket’s tip was their vessel, the Stardust. Its stubby wings indicated that the craft was designed for atmospheric flight and therefore a return journey to Earth.


      Bull, walking at Rhodan’s side, snorted. “If I could get my hands on Pounder! Wants to fire us all the way to the Moon, and he makes us walk the last mile on foot?! What’s wrong with that man?”


      Sweat poured from the stocky system administrator and copilot’s forehead. It ran down his neck and into his space suit. The suit was designed for a multitude of extreme situations, but none of those included a casual stroll on Earth.


      “Pounder has his reasons,” said Rhodan. He knew his friend very well; ever since their days as test pilots in the US Air Force, he and Bull had shared a deeper bond than even the best of friends.


      Bull’s preferred way of handling pressure was to latch on to some trivial detail and refuse to let go no matter what. It worked like a charm. He was by no means a man without fear, but when it came down to it, he sure acted like one—and he had the invaluable advantage of being underestimated by others.


      “Pounder always has his reasons.” Bull stuck to his guns. He would have used both hands to add some emphasis to his words, but the helmet buried under his right arm prevented it. Pounder had insisted on the helmets. “But why do we have to be the victims of the old man’s scheming?”


      “Maybe because we signed up of our own free will?”


      Rhodan’s interjection only put Bull off his stride for the briefest of moments. “Our own free will?! He twisted our arms! You ask me, Pounder’s a—”


      Bull’s rant was interrupted by the voice of Pounder himself in the crew’s earpieces.


      “I’m glad to see such a fantastic turnout. To be quite honest, we didn’t expect so much interest in our mission. We’ll need to squeeze in a little. Could I ask the gentlemen to offer their seats to the ladies, please? Thank you.”


      The press conference. It had been called for the last few minutes of the countdown—reluctantly, or so it would have seemed to the public. In fact, it had been firmly scheduled by Pounder from the word go. He had at least seen to it that his men could listen in.


      “Over the next few minutes, I’ll give you a brief overview of the Stardust’s mission. I ask you all to please refrain from any interruptions. There’ll be plenty of time for questions later.”


      Rhodan heard a whirring sound that must have been the air conditioner struggling to cope. He could picture the scene: too many journalists crammed into far too small a room—the space having been chosen personally by their fearless leader, of course—and following his directions like good little boys and girls.


      Pounder was a decent man whose (many) adversaries unfairly deemed him ruthless and inconsiderate. He stubbornly stayed his own course, that was all. Resistance was futile. Rhodan knew it, the crew of the Stardust knew it, and the assembled journalists knew it.


      “I’m going to be honest with you all,” Pounder continued. “We have a problem. Com links with Armstrong Base, our research outpost on the near side of the Moon, have been interrupted for the past twenty-seven days. We have therefore decided to take a look and see what’s going on up there.”


      Murmurs. The journalists felt validated. Their instincts hadn’t led them astray; something was up. Now the Flight Director of NASA and de facto ambassador of manned space flight was about to personally brief them on the situation.


      “To rein in any baseless speculation, I’d like to make it clear that there is no reason for undue panic. Granted, the Moon is an extremely inhospitable environment. There’s no atmosphere, and temperatures range from 130 to minus 160 degrees C. The people and equipment are exposed to extreme stress factors. But don’t forget, Armstrong Base was designed for such conditions.”


      He was giving them “the Pounder,” as Bull called it. Rhodan didn’t know anyone else who could arrange the facts—and they were facts; every word he said would stand up to the journalists’ scrutiny—with such compelling logic that he could purposefully craft whatever image he wanted. When it came to twisting those facts around his little finger, Pounder was a certified genius.


      “That being the case, a breakdown in communications doesn’t signify anything too far out of the ordinary. To the team at Armstrong Base, it won’t matter all that much. The station is equipped to operate self-sufficiently for up to six months.”


      A genius you really wanted in your corner. Pounder had brought Rhodan to NASA. And, rather than letting him be swallowed up by the miasma of intrigues and petty jealousies that filled the self-contained world of the space agency, he’d kept Rhodan safe, wielding his protective magic and ultimately appointing him commander of the Stardust.


      Rhodan had many reasons to be grateful to Pounder, but he’d also learned how to resist being caught by the old man’s spell. It was simply a matter of listening closely. With a bit of luck, you could recognize the exact moment Pounder left the realm of objective fact. His statements about conditions on the Moon and the properties of the base were absolutely correct. Only, they were no more than a preamble—a springboard for his leap into the realm of deception.


      “Nevertheless, we’ve decided to confirm that everything’s all right. NASA tradition demands, unconditionally, that we place the highest priority on our astronauts’ lives. Despite the severe budget cuts recently imposed on us by Congress, we have an obligation to uphold this tradition.”


      There it was. The leap. So subtle that none of the journalists would have the slightest suspicion. True, if the situation called for it, NASA wouldn’t hesitate to spend a few million to save the life of a single astronaut. However, the Stardust’s mission cost many times that sum—and there was far more at stake than the lives of the lunar base’s fourteen-strong crew.


      “At 0710 hours PST, the Stardust will set off on a reconnaissance mission. The ship itself is a prototype of the lunar shuttle, or LS for short, that will make supply runs to Armstrong Base significantly easier and thus pave the way for a permanent colony on the Moon. This flight will also serve as the shuttle’s maiden voyage. I can assure you that after years of work on the project, we are as thrilled as you are that this day has finally come.”


      A moving speech about the Stardust, all of it true. Nothing about the expected eruption of Mount St. Helens any moment now, which would have prevented the launch. Nothing about the carrier rocket that would take the Stardust into space. The Stardust had waited three years for its maiden voyage while prototype after prototype of the new Nova series had given the desert mice of Nevada one fireworks display after another. Without the Nova rockets, NASA would have had no hope of getting the Stardust into a lunar orbit.


      “To ensure the mission’s success, the Stardust has been assigned a first-rate crew. I’ll give you a brief introduction to each member. Detailed audiovisual material covering the men, the lunar shuttle, and all other relevant topics will be available on your journalist web accounts following this conference.”


      As the speech continued, Rhodan finally reached the launch tower. Ground crew in protective suits handed them bottles filled with an electrolyte mixture. These guaranteed the astronauts an optimal fluid balance, while at the same time, the sweeteners included gave their empty stomachs the illusion of fullness. Rhodan and his men hadn’t eaten for twenty-four hours—a precaution that minimized the risk of choking to death on their own vomit.


      The elevator door slid open. He entered the car, and the others followed. The door closed, and the four men found themselves in a stuffy, confined space that foreboded the one in which they’d be spending the following weeks. With a jolt, it started moving.


      “The mission’s commander and pilot is Major Perry Rhodan. Major Rhodan is thirty-seven years old, unmarried, a graduate of UC Berkeley, and one of our best test pilots. And yes, before you start rudely bombarding me with questions after I explicitly asked you not to, he’s the very same Rhodan whose quick response kept an earlier prototype of the LS from crashing in March 2032. Since then, his colleagues have called him the ‘instantaneous adapter,’ even if this nickname makes him very uncomfortable, and I can promise you that it does.”


      Rhodan could agree with that last statement, at least. The prototype’s controls had stopped responding, so he had taken the most obvious step: shutting down the onboard computer and landing the craft manually, even if it was actually only flightworthy due to the hundreds of surgically precise adjustments the computer was usually carrying out every minute. He’d missed the tarmac, but he did get the prototype, himself, and the crew back in one piece.


      “Our system administrator and copilot is Captain Reginald Bull. Captain Bull is thirty-six years old, unmarried, and has twenty-four successful space missions under his belt, including a lunar orbit. The Stardust’s flight will be a jubilee for him. NASA congratulates him wholeheartedly!”


      “Gee, thanks, Pounder!” Bull swept his hand through his red crew cut so vigorously that drops of sweat flew across the elevator car. “To be totally honest, I can think of way better gifts than this suicide mission!”


      “Acting as onboard astronomer and payload specialist is Captain Clark G. Flipper. At thirty-two, Captain Flipper is the baby of the crew, but don’t let that fool you; he’s highly qualified. If you don’t mind, I’d like to add a personal note at this point. Most of you will have heard the rumors circulating online. That sort of thing is an awkward but unavoidable side effect of our modern world. With his permission, I can confirm to you now that these rumors are not without substance. Captain Flipper has indeed had to grapple with a terrible stroke of misfortune. I’d like to take a moment to expressly thank him for his decision to take part in the Stardust’s mission regardless. We are all in his debt.”


      Rhodan tried to make eye contact with Flipper but to no avail. The astronaut was staring at the floor. Rhodan wondered what was going on in his crewmate’s head. He knew the answer Bull would give: nothing. Flipper was a playboy who showed up with a different lady on his arm every week. What did he care that one of them had gone missing close to the summit of the Annapurna massif, in the death zone above 6,000 meters, a place hardly more hospitable than the Moon’s surface? The last communications with Beth’s group had been thirty-six hours ago; in all probability, she was now dead.


      “Don’t worry,” Bull had assured Rhodan when he’d shared his thoughts, “Flipper’ll get over it. Next week he’ll have three new ones.” For his friend, that was the matter settled.


      Not for Rhodan. True, Beth was one woman in a long list of companions, but she was the one Flipper had kept going back to. His anchor. Now she was as good as dead, and Flipper, the big kid with a dreamy look in his eyes, was staring down at the floor.


      “Dr. Eric Manoli will join the Stardust’s mission as an onboard doctor and materials researcher. Dr. Manoli is forty-six years old and a veteran of countless orbital missions. For you, his name is likely synonymous with his research in the field of cellular change. We are honored that Dr. Manoli has chosen to take part in this.”


      Manoli’s presence was one of the conditions that Rhodan had imposed. He was a pillar of strength, a man of unshakable calm, and thus exactly what Rhodan needed on the Stardust to counterbalance the impulsive Bull and the—under normal circumstances—exuberant Flipper.


      “Ladies and gentlemen, I must say I am stunned and flattered by your outpouring of interest. I only wish we could count on a similar level of support from your profession when it comes to our other work. At this very moment, an unmanned probe is entering the practically uncharted ring system of Jupiter—yes, you heard that right, Jupiter! Our scientists are expecting valuable new findings about the formation of the planet, of our entire solar system, in fact. You’ll find a selection of the best shots in your data caches. Give it the attention it deserves!”


      The elevator stopped and the door slid open to let them pass. Rhodan stepped out and found himself standing nearly two hundred meters above the valley floor of Nevada Fields. The air was dry and cool. A specialist stood by the Stardust’s hatch and presented his open hand to the astronauts. Rhodan took off the probe he was wearing on the left side of his neck, which had been transmitting his medical data to the control center. His crewmates did the same.


      “Good luck!” said the specialist.


      “Thanks! We’re gonna need it!” Bull huffed.


      Then the four astronauts crammed themselves into the ship. Rhodan heard Pounder’s voice one last time.


      “Ladies and gentlemen, I see that the Stardust’s crew is now on board. In these last few moments before launch, I ask you to join me in adopting a dignified silence.”


      And to keep any probing questions to yourself! added Rhodan mentally. But this was only a passing thought. The task ahead of him was too big to focus on anything else.


      He heaved himself into the formchair and attached the helmet to his space suit. The chair shook; vibrations from the carrier rocket were reverberating through the Stardust. Rhodan heard a crackling noise from the earpiece in his left ear.


      Bull clambered into the neighboring formchair and donned his own helmet. He turned his head towards Rhodan and said, “By the way, one little thing before this big stick of dynamite blows our butts to smithereens. It was a pleasure to be your friend.”


      “Shut your damn mouth, you—”


      Rhodan’s words were lost in the roar of the carrier rocket’s propulsion units starting up. The propulsion units belonged to the nearly 150-meter-high Nova, the space agency’s last hope for keeping Armstrong Base operating. Owing to the rocket’s tendency to violently explode shortly before liftoff, the engineers and technicians had taken to ironically calling it the “Supernova”—until, that was, Lesly Pounder had ordered the launch of the Stardust. Since then, no one had dared to joke about it.


      Rhodan had initially struggled to believe that Pounder would order something so absurd. However, the Flight Director had invited him to his house and confirmed that, as they spoke, the carrier rocket was indeed being prepped for flight, ready to take the Stardust to the Moon.


      Flabbergasted, Rhodan had asked what had driven Pounder to this act of madness. His superior had put down the tongs he was using to turn over a steak on his garden grill, reached into his pocket, and presented a photo. It was the last picture the Moon base had transmitted, taken by the camera of an autonomous probe on the far side of the Earth’s satellite. It depicted a crater. A vast crater, nearly three kilometers across. And inside the ring, tall as a mountain, was an immense, round silhouette. Too symmetrical, too even, to be of natural origin.


      Not of this world.


      The end of the world as mankind knew it.


      Rhodan’s destination.


      The main propulsion units came online and carried the Stardust and its crew into the sky and beyond.
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      “There they are!” Sid exclaimed.


      The boy took off running, leaving John Marshall behind. He pushed and shoved his way through the crowds to the wire fence that separated the spectator stands from the Nevada Fields launch complex. When he got there, Sid hooked his fingers into the mesh and pressed his face against the wires.


      Marshall followed him and apologized in all directions for the youngster’s rude behavior. His stomach was churning. He avoided large crowds as much as he possibly could. They made him nervous. It didn’t help that he’d just endured a thirty-nine hour bus ride from Houston to the Nevada desert. It was no small effort, and all for a spectacle that didn’t mean a whole lot to John Marshall himself.


      In the light of the morning sun, four hazy dots were making their way across a cracked field of concrete that had seen better days. They reminded Marshall of exclamation points; the men were the points and their long shadows were the lines.


      “What do you think, John?” Sid asked as Marshall reached his side. “Is it Rhodan and Bull up front?” The boy panted with excitement and exertion.


      “Could be. Rhodan’s the commander, right?”


      “Yeah!” Sid pulled his head back a little and nodded emphatically. It didn’t bother the boy that Marshall had asked him something Sid had told him at least a hundred times. “And Bull is the Stardust’s copilot. Those two have gotta be best buddies. Don’t you think?”


      “For sure.”


      Sid fished his dented pod out of his pocket and aimed it towards the launch pad. It was a model from the late twenties but the child’s pride and joy. Sid had single-handedly repaired it in the shelter’s workshop, rustling up replacement parts that hadn’t been available for years from who-knows-where. He activated the telescope function and zoomed in on the astronauts. The dots grew bigger but more pixelated. Not much to see, as far as Marshall was concerned.


      Sid didn’t appear to care. He filmed the dots while murmuring quietly to himself. Marshall had never seen him so excited. Sid González was a quiet boy, an outsider among the band of outsiders that John Marshall had tried to make a home for at the Pain Shelter. A loner who shut out the world and spent most of his time in his room surrounded by space posters and model ships. In short, Sid was John Marshall’s problem child.


      He’d picked him up off the street, just like all his fosterlings; a scrawny kid who always kept his head lowered because he couldn’t bring himself to look other people in the eye, and who lived in constant mortal fear that “he” would get him. Never had Marshall managed to coax out any details about who this referred to—who might be after him. Marshall assumed that “he” didn’t exist. Sid had been through a lot during his time on the street. He must have collated all his terrible experiences into one imaginary figure.


      Three years had passed since Marshall had taken Sid in. The scrawny kid had grown into a chubby teenager with greasy hair and buck teeth. He no longer kept his head lowered. Ever since becoming obsessed with space flight, he’d been craning his head upward towards the stars. However, looking anyone in the eye was still virtually impossible for him.


      Marshall’s problem child...and his favorite. Why? That was a mystery even to him. Sid had nothing all that charming about him, and yet despite his ironclad policy of treating all his charges equally, Marshall found himself making exceptions for Sid. Exceptions that were sometimes tough to justify. Like, say, leaving the shelter to its own devices for four days, boarding a Greyhound bus, and rattling along three thousand kilometers of crumbling highways cooped up in a space more cramped and stuffy than a space craft’s cockpit, all to witness an event that came across to him as, at best, an anachronism from the previous millennium. The hopes and dreams that had once been associated with space flight had long since been extinguished.


      “Rhodan and Bull!” cried Sid. “Didn’t I tell you?”


      On the right-hand side of the stands, a large LED display had come to life. It showed a closeup view of the four astronauts. They wore space suits, with the helmets jammed under their arms. Pearls of sweat beaded their foreheads. The sun had risen barely an hour ago, but this was June in the Nevada desert, so it already shone with overpowering intensity.


      Marshall wondered why the astronauts were being made to suffer like this. Why hadn’t they just been driven to the waiting rocket? This march was meaningless. Just as meaningless as the whole flight, or “mission,” as it was so loftily called.


      Speakers crackled, and a voice echoed tinnily across the stands. Sid recognized it at once.


      “Lesly Pounder!” he cried. “The Flight Director of NASA. Using the Nova rocket was his idea!”


      Pounder gave a press conference, providing the journalists with the whys and wherefores of the mission. His voice was broadcast from a room that was undoubtedly somewhere in the maze of purpose-built structures that stood on the other side of the complex. Maybe in the pointed needle of the forty-story control tower poking up above the rest?


      John Marshall didn’t much care for the voice. In his former life, before opening the shelter, he’d been an investment banker. He’d spent his days hunched in front of displays, shuffling money back and forth; columns of numbers that had seemed abstract, but had in fact represented real people’s destinies. The rest of his time had been spent in conference rooms listening to people tell him about surefire investments that had mostly turned out to be speculative bubbles.


      This Pounder was lying. He was hiding the true nature of the flight; Marshall was sure of it. He’d always had an uncanny knack for detecting lies.


      Pounder introduced the Stardust’s crew, starting with the commander.


      “Perry Rhodan, the instantaneous adapter!” gasped Sid. “Do you know why they call him that?”


      After the long journey, of course Marshall knew. Still, he played dumb for Sid’s benefit. It was good to see the boy come out of his shell.


      “No, why?” he asked.


      “He saved the lunar shuttle! It was a few years ago. All the systems conked out, and...” Sid waved his arms around, acting out the breathtaking maneuver that Rhodan had pulled off to save the shuttle and his own life. The dented pod played the role of the shuttle. “Rhodan’s a hero!” he concluded at last, once the pod had softly touched down on a spectator bench. “No one else could have saved them!”


      A hero?


      Marshall looked at the display and took stock of the four astronauts. They smiled. Strained smiles that looked forced. But there was more there. In their faces, Marshall saw resolve and tension, but also a thirst for adventure.


      Heroes? Marshall didn’t doubt that they had the purest of intentions, and that they were the best of the best in their field. And that was exactly what he hadn’t wanted to see in them. Why were people of this caliber wasting their time with an obviously meaningless endeavor like space flight? Admittedly, it took a great deal of courage to get on board a ship mounted at the tip of a rocket that was essentially a giant fuel tank threatening to explode at the slightest provocation...which then made good on that threat. Considerably more courage, Marshall frankly admitted, than he could ever have mustered.


      But what was the point of it all?


      “Can you imagine what it’ll mean, John, if the rescue mission succeeds?” asked Sid just then, as if he’d read Marshall’s mind. “The whole world will marvel at the heroic exploits of the Stardust. Congress’ll finally give them enough funding for space flight again. NASA can make their plans a reality. In our lifetime, humans can fly to Mars, and beyond!”


      The youngster spoke as if he worked for the space agency’s marketing department. John didn’t respond. Maybe mankind would fly to Mars in the not-too-distant future. He doubted it, though. And, even if it did happen, the question remained: what for? There was nothing out there but vacuum, cold rock, and, on some planets, deadly gases.


      Humanity was not built for space. Earth was their home, and it always would be. And it was their duty to look after their home. They had to. Otherwise, mankind wouldn’t survive.


      Marshall scrutinized the astronauts’ faces, focusing on Perry Rhodan in particular. What was going on inside the man’s head? He had to have doubts about his mission, right? The Stardust was supposed to fly to the Moon and check on Armstrong Base. Com links to the base had been cut off. The fates of eighteen men and women hung in the balance. It was possible they were long dead, and if not, they were sure to be in grave danger. Rescuing them was an undertaking that “demonstrated the good in humanity,” as Pounder’s creaky voice had proclaimed.


      That was true, maybe. But did it also demonstrate the intelligence of humanity? On the bus ride, Sid had shared every tiny detail of the imminent mission. Numbers, measurements, superlatives. Marshall had forgotten pretty much all of it within seconds of hearing about it. All except for one fact: 3.5 billion dollars. That staggering sum was the estimated cost of the Stardust’s flight. It came out to just under two hundred million per life saved, and that was in the best case scenario.


      How many lives on Earth could have been saved with that amount of money? The shelter that Marshall had set up provided a home for thirty-one children. He’d established a trust with the bonuses from his investment banking days, and that was as far as the dividends stretched. Thirty-one out of the many thousands of orphans fending for themselves on the streets of Greater Houston. Left to manage on their own, they lived short and ugly lives. Marshall firmly believed that helping these children, just giving them the fair chance that every person deserved, could work miracles.


      The astronauts reached the launch tower. Steel claws extended from the scaffold at regular intervals to support the rocket on which Rhodan and his crewmates would be riding into space. The rocket was a Nova—Sid had told him all about it. A masterpiece of engineering based on concepts from the sixties in the last century, an era when travel to the other planets of the solar system had seemed no more than a matter of time. There was just the slight flaw that the Nova swallowed up NASA’s entire budget and, in seven out of ten cases, exploded before reaching space. To Marshall, it looked like a smoking, hissing monstrosity from a bygone age.


      The astronauts stepped into the launch tower’s elevator. Slowly, it crawled up towards the top.


      “John, it’s happening! Look, they’re getting started! They’re about to launch!”


      Sid was bouncing with excitement. The sunlight danced across the chrome strips he’d stuck to his jacket to make himself look more like an astronaut. A stopgap measure. Sid had constructed a complete space suit at the shelter and had wanted to bring it with him to Nevada Fields, but Marshall had said no. The whole affair was ridiculous enough without him wearing an entire costume.


      The sun sparkled against the chrome strips and...


      ...next to Sid. As if sparks were flying directly from him.


      Marshall did a double take. Sid hadn’t noticed a thing; all his attention was on the elevator. There weren’t any sparks, though, of course. Totally absurd! he told himself. You’re imagining things! You’re tired and on edge and stuck in the worst possible place: a huge crowd of people!


      “Spark.” That was what the other children called Sid. For a long time, Marshall had thought this was their way of mocking him for being fat and slow and awkward, for being different from the others. But one day, Sue had told him the real meaning behind the nickname. Sid gave off sparks, she claimed. Only sometimes, and only for a moment. You had to really get on his nerves, make him angry, and then it happened.


      Marshall had dismissed the idea, even if it did come from Sue, who rarely erred in her judgment. Sparks? Every single one of the kids at the shelter was traumatized. Their relationship with the truth was, you might say, somewhat tenuous.


      “The launch tower is so far away!” said Sid, slightly peeved for the first time in days. “You can barely see anything!”


      “That’s what the display is for. It’s not big enough for you?”


      “Sure, it’s big. It’s just not...real!”


      “It’s better that way. The propulsion units cause a burning hot blast. You told me so yourself.”


      “Not all around, though! And the stands are way farther back than they need to be!”


      “I can’t do anything to fix that, I’m afraid,” Marshall replied. Then he felt slightly annoyed with himself. Why did he always have to feel responsible for everything? Why did he find it so hard to cope when other people were suffering? “The main thing is we’re here.”


      “Yeah, true,” the youngster agreed. “That’s the main thing.” But he said it in a tone that betrayed his disappointment.


      Marshall’s fingers prickled. It felt as though he’d forgotten to bring gloves along on one of his long winter strolls in Houston, then had returned to the unfamiliar warmth of the shelter. But he was in the Nevada desert in the middle of June. It wasn’t cold that made his fingers prickle or that filled him with a deep unease which made it hard to stand still. It was the people.


      The stands were—thank God!—only half full. Even so, several thousand people had amassed there. Astrophiles like Sid who saw the Stardust’s launch as a holy event, who brimmed with excitement that rose to a fever pitch in these last few seconds before the end of the countdown. Their exhilaration swept Marshall along with it. It was like the crowd was imposing its will on him, with a force he had no way to combat.


      It’ll be over soon, he reminded himself as his fingers gripped the mesh of the fence, hooked around the wires so firmly that it cut off the circulation and left him a whisker away from groaning in pain. In a few minutes, the Stardust will have launched. You can try to sleep on the bus ride home, and...


      The crowd, Sid, and Marshall himself hollered as the elevator reached the tower’s topmost platform and the astronauts reappeared. One of them, Bull, waved affably at the camera, then they disappeared into the ship.


      Marshall was indeed being swept along by the passion of the crowd. But there was something else there, too. A hidden current lurking beneath the boiling sea of emotions. Worry. Fear, certainly. But not because of the flight those men were embarking on at the tip of a dubious rocket, and not about the fate of the Moon base. No, it was something else. Something bigger and more important.


      He tried to grab hold of that fear, but the feeling escaped his grasp. It was like looking up at the night sky and trying to focus on a single star, one faint speck of light among thousands. The more you strained to see it, the more deftly it escaped your vision.


      The Nova’s propulsion units ignited. Red-hot gases shot out of the giant funnels. After a moment’s delay, the sound reached the stands and a deafening crash of thunder enveloped the wide valley. The earth shook.


      Impossibly slowly, the rocket lifted off, rising up towards the stars inch by inch.


      “They’re lifting off!” Sid bellowed. “John, they’re launching!”


      Marshall looked at the boy and saw sparks. Gleaming light surrounded Sid. A torrent of hot air struck his face. “Sid!” he cried. “What’s going on? What—”


      Marshall stopped short as he realized his cries were directed at thin air. Sid was gone. The spot where he’d been standing seconds before was now empty, as if Marshall had simply imagined his companion.


      “Sid! Where—”


      The blow that hit Marshall was invisible. The hidden current of fear revealed itself with the impact of an exploding geyser. The stands, the rocket that was lifting off, Nevada Fields—it all disappeared. All of a sudden, Marshall found himself at the edge of a chasm. Rocks and dust. A sun that blinded him. It made the rocks look as pale as bone. No people, no animals, no bushes, not a single blade of grass. Just dead rock. And, at the bottom of the chasm, a glistening sphere. Too large, too even, too unlike anything else he knew to be of natural origin.


      The breath caught in his throat. He bent forward for a closer look, hoping to be able to tell himself that he was suffering from an insane delusion. A delusion that meant nothing.


      And then John Marshall fell into the delusion.
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      The launch went off without a hitch.


      All the technicians’ cursing in the control center about the firecracker the Stardust was riding into space—the Nova, rather, as they weren’t allowed to call it a firecracker anymore—did nothing to hide that. The technicians had instead taken to one-upping each other with sarcastic speculations about possible catastrophes. Their voices came through Rhodan’s headphones and drowned out the roaring of the propulsion units, which were working at full bore.


      It didn’t bother him. Their gruff, casual tone told him that everything was A-OK. He clung to those voices, made them his umbilical cord to the Earth as the force of more than six gravos tried to scrape the flesh off his cheeks.


      The technicians were good men and women, the leading experts in their fields. They could have worked in the private sphere or for the military and earned many times their modest NASA salaries, but they’d decided not to. The dream of the stars meant too much to them.


      Now that the fall of the Moon base meant this dream was on the brink of collapse, they were nervous. They glossed over their apprehension with gallows humor, hiding their worries from each other. The Nova was strange and uncanny to them. It was a mechanical and electronic marvel that provided information about its condition each and every second via hundreds of sensors and probes, and yet somehow seemed to possess its own inscrutable will.


      Still, as long as the technicians cracked their jokes, Rhodan and his crew didn’t need to worry. At least, he tried to convince himself of that.


      There was a jolt. With a bang, the burned-out first stage of the Nova split off. The g-force that had been pushing his eyes into their sockets and the air out of his lungs disappeared without warning. He gasped for air, wriggling in his straps like a fish that had been snatched out of the water. He heard his crewmates gasping in the same way.


      “All systems are fully operational,” said a voice in his ear, calm and collected. It belonged to Pounder. “You get thirty-three seconds of R&R, boys!”


      Bull groaned, but he left it at that. He didn’t have enough air in him for the scathing comment that was no doubt on his lips.


      Rhodan turned his head to the side and looked at his crewmate. Bull’s head was almost as red as his hair, a result of his heart working too hard to supply blood to the underserved parts of his body. Next to his head was a porthole facing the Earth. Rhodan tried to look through it, hoping to catch a glimpse of his homeworld, which by now would be nearly sixty kilometers below them. But he was unsuccessful; his eyes refused to play along, failing to focus.


      “Five more seconds until second stage ignition,” said Pounder. “Four, three, two, one.”


      The g-force returned, even stronger than before. A weight seven times that of their bodies bore down on the astronauts, threatening to break every bone and crush their insides. Rhodan wanted to scream, but the pressure reduced his voice to a gurgle, lost without a trace in the raging sound of the second stage’s propulsion units.


      Rhodan, his head now fixed in the sideways position due to the inescapable g-force, glanced at Bull and confirmed that his own senses weren’t lying. It genuinely looked as though invisible fingers were trying to tear the skin from his crewmate’s face.


      After a while (exactly six minutes according to the Stardust’s computer, although to Rhodan it felt like an eternity), the second stage burned out. With a bang and a jolt, it was jettisoned, and the surreal lightness of microgravity enveloped the men.


      “Hang in there, boys!” said Pounder. “The worst is behind you!”


      Was that sympathy in the old man’s voice? Rhodan must have been hearing things. The g-force had probably damaged the blood vessels in his brain.


      But as far as the facts went, Pounder was right. Contrary to all expectations, the Stardust’s carrier rocket had faithfully done its job. Only its third, smallest stage was left, which would carry them in the direction of the Moon with moderate acceleration. During that part, Rhodan wouldn’t notice a thing.


      “Wow, take a look at that!” It was Bull. On paper, he was the one who suffered the worst from the extreme pressure. In practice, the opposite was true. Rhodan knew why: the doctors’ experiments may have been able to precisely measure Bull’s physiology, but the man’s essential nature, his unwillingness to let anything keep him down, remained hidden from them. With a gloved hand, he pointed at the porthole.


      A segment of the Earth loomed through the pane: the South Pacific, bordered to the west by the two green islands of New Zealand and to the south by the ice of Antarctica. Sunlight glistened on the ocean’s vast surface.


      “Isn’t the Earth beautiful?” he asked with disarming emotion. “I could take in this view a thousand times without ever getting—”


      A moan that became a gurgle cut him off mid-sentence. Rhodan turned his head; the straps held him tightly, preventing him from following with his whole body while in freefall.


      The gurgle had come from Flipper. Dark drops floated inside his helmet, blocking their view of his face and sticking to the inside of the visor.


      “Stay calm, Flipper!” It was Manoli. The doctor unfastened his own straps and slid out of his formchair with such purposeful elegance, you’d have thought he’d spent his whole life in space. “Hold your breath for a moment! I’ll be right with you.”


      Within moments, Manoli had reached Flipper. With both hands, he grabbed hold of the helmet’s emergency release. The visor slid up, and globules of the dark liquid poured out through the opening, spreading across the cabin. It was blood.


      “Nice and calm, now” whispered Manoli. “It’ll only take a moment.” He retrieved a small pump from a pocket of his space suit. With a whirr, it sucked up the drops of blood, revealing Flipper’s face. The astronaut was pale, yet at the same time, it appeared to Rhodan, bright red with embarrassment. His gaze wandered, avoiding his crewmates’ eyes.


      “Open your mouth,” Manoli whispered. Flipper followed the order. “Just as I thought...your tongue,” the doctor determined. He pulled another item from his pocket. It was reminiscent of a miniature spray can, and in a sense, it was just that. Rhodan heard a soft hissing sound. “Spray plasma,” the doctor explained. “By the time we get to the Moon, your tongue’ll be good as new, Clark.” He gave his crewmate an encouraging clap on the shoulder, then pushed himself away and strapped himself back into his chair.


      Clark Flipper took a deep breath and braved eye contact with Rhodan. “Rookie mistake,” he rasped with tears in his eyes. “A dumb rookie mistake! I’m sorry, Perry. It’ll never happen again. I promise.”


      Rhodan waved a dismissive hand. “Don’t sweat it, Clark. It could have happened to any of us.”


      “But I...”


      “You don’t need to apologize. You’re—”


      “What’s going on up there, Rhodan?” Pounder’s voice interrupted. “My medicine men are telling me that you and your boys are worked up beyond reasonable parameters. Your pulses and blood pressures are way over target.”


      Rhodan waved his hand again to reassure Flipper, who had collapsed into his formchair with embarrassment, then replied, “Nothing out of the ordinary, Pounder. We’re just excited.”


      “And how! Tell me something I don’t know. Specifically, what’s going on up there!”


      “Nothing. We’re just unusually worked up because we’re on an unusual mission. What’s so weird about that?”


      Rhodan heard Pounder inhale sharply in the Nevada Fields control center two hundred kilometers below. Pounder wasn’t used to those under him talking back. He began, “You...” Then he interrupted himself and continued, “You are absolutely right, Rhodan.”


      “I appreciate your understanding, sir. We’ll proceed as planned? Deep sleep?”


      “Yes indeed!”


      “You heard him,” Rhodan said to his crew. “Flipper, Manoli, and I will go into deep sleep. Bull will make sure the Stardust doesn’t fly straight past the Moon. I’ll relieve you in due time, all right?”


      He didn’t receive an answer.


      “Perfect. Let’s go!”


      Flipper wiped the tears from his eyes and put his helmet back on. He cast a grateful look at Rhodan before triggering the injection. An instant later, he was under, trapped in a coma-like sleep that he wouldn’t wake from until shortly before they landed on the Moon.


      Manoli followed him, then it was Rhodan’s turn.


      “Don’t worry, Perry,” Bull reassured him as Rhodan triggered his own injection, “I’ll take good care of our baby.”


      In the blink of an eye, Perry Rhodan had plunged into the dreamless night of a deep sleep.




      Voices woke him.


      They were neither those of the crew nor of Pounder. Nor did they belong to the technicians. And yet, they were familiar to Rhodan.


      “...is expected to lead to a further escalation of the conflict,” said one voice. It was a woman’s. “According to the Iranian foreign office, the Republic of Iran’s patience has run out. They claim the latest uprisings of Kurdish and Sunni minority groups are being driven by outside forces; specifically, by Baghdad. They say they can’t be expected to tolerate this for much longer...”


      “...Taiwan is an inseparable part of the People’s Republic of China,” said a man’s voice. “How much longer must we stand by and watch while the sacred ground of our nation is sullied by usurpers who are little more than puppets of a failed capitalist empire with delusions of grandeur? How much longer must we live in disgrace? How much longer...”


      “...the atomic powers of Brazil, India, and Pakistan announced a nuclear non-aggression pact today,” stated a third voice. “Effective immediately, the three signatory nations’ nuclear forces will answer to a shared high command. The leaders of the Global Pact for Peace and Stability call on other nations to join them. The international financial markets reacted to the news with a short-term rebound...”


      Rhodan opened his eyes. He was in the cockpit of the Stardust. A sense of gravity was still absent; only the straps kept him from floating out of the formchair. Then he saw where the voices were coming from: the craft’s front display was split into half a dozen windows. Each showed a different speaker, commentator, or correspondent.


      “Go ahead, Perry!” he heard Bull say next to him. “Call me a terminal news junkie! Guilty as charged. I know I’m a dumbass. All this is happening a hundred thousand kilometers back thataway. And up ahead... God knows I should have other things on my mind.”


      Rhodan turned his head to look at his friend’s face. Bull did not look good. The skin below his eyes was red, as if he’d been crying for a long time and had vigorously rubbed the tears away with his hands. It was no easy task to sit in a vessel as the only one awake, charging towards the Moon and wondering if there’d be a return journey.


      “It’s all good,” said Rhodan. “We’re all human, at the end of the day.” He pointed to Manoli and Flipper, who were still in a deep sleep. “Everything okay with those two?” Bull nodded. “And the Stardust?”


      “Purrs like a kitten during a long journey. A kitten snuggled up on a heating pad. The Nova’s third stage was jettisoned three hours ago as planned. What, you didn’t feel the jolt?”


      Rhodan didn’t take the bait of his attempted wisecrack. “Anything else to report?”


      “Nope. The technicians keep thinking up more bad jokes. I saved them all. You can have a listen once I’m relieved of duty.”


      “I will. Sleep tight.”


      “Thanks!” Bull stretched out and found a comfortable position. The index finger and thumb of his right hand sat on the deep sleep injection trigger, but he didn’t activate it right away.


      “Everything okay?”


      “Yeah, of course!” he insisted. Then, a few moments later, “No, actually. Nope. Not at all.”


      “You scared?”


      Bull donned a smirk. “I’m a test pilot and an astronaut, remember? I don’t know the meaning of the word.”


      “Worried, then?”


      “Let’s call it ‘legitimate misgivings,’ all right?”


      “Sure thing. So? What’s on your mind?”


      “This is.” Bull pulled up a new image on the display, dismissing the news channels. It was that photo Pounder had shown him before. The last picture the Moon base had transmitted. It showed the crater, in the center of which (depicted with unnervingly chunky pixels) lay the gigantic round object.


      “What about it?” Rhodan asked.


      “Let me put it this way, Perry: this whole thing could be a bluff. A trick courtesy of our buddies in China or Great Russia. A balloon with a paper-thin skin. I ran the calculations. In a vacuum, the oxygen tank from a space suit would be enough to blow it up to this size. It’s feasible.”


      “But you don’t believe it?”


      “Nope.” Bull shook his head. “As much as I respect our Chinese and Great Russian friends as astronauts, their senses of humor are too lousy for this. No, Perry, it’s not man-made. You know that. This was constructed by someone else. By aliens.”


      “To borrow your phrasing, ‘let me put it this way’: I can’t think of any better explanation. And neither can Pounder.”


      Grim satisfaction flashed in Bull’s eyes. “Me neither. Which means it is aliens.”


      “And that leaves a bad taste in your mouth?”


      “Better that than the Russians or Chinese or whatever other humans.”


      “But?”


      “But I’m wondering what the hell we’re actually doing out here in the Stardust.”


      “We’re checking out what’s happening on the Moon.”


      Bull snorted loudly. “That’s a load of crap and you know it. An unmanned probe could do a better job of that. Except we don’t have any of those left. They’ve all malfunctioned with no explanation—every last one. Just like our Moon base. The Russians and Chinese haven’t heard a peep from their bases lately, either.”


      “Where are you going with this?” Rhodan asked, although he already knew the answer.


      “Simple. Why exactly is Pounder sending us to the Moon? He’s one tough cookie, to be sure. I’ve called him, let’s say, unsavory things on more than one occasion. But he isn’t dumb, nor is he a murderer. If he’s sent us out here, it’s because he sees an opportunity. Because he knows something we don’t. The only question is what.”


      Rhodan didn’t answer right away. He had an idea. Not one clear enough to give voice to, but strong enough to give him enough hope to risk his life for this display of lunacy they so generously called a “mission.”


      He shrugged. “We’ll find out soon, old buddy. Now get some rest! I’ll never forgive myself if you miss the main event because you’re too sleep-deprived.”


      Bull stared silently at his crewmate. He opened his mouth to say something but ultimately let it go. He knew Rhodan, and he knew he wouldn’t be able to squeeze anything else out of him.


      Bull triggered the injection. Rhodan looked contemplatively at his friend for a few moments more, then switched off the front display and the cabin lighting.


      In the light of the stars, he and his sleeping crew hurtle towards the Moon.

    

  

  
    
      4.


      Lesly Pounder entered his office shortly before dawn, an hour before the Stardust would enter the Moon’s orbit. NASA’s Flight Director didn’t know if their mission would succeed. All he knew was that in assigning Rhodan, he’d sent his best man. And that whatever happened, Pounder himself wouldn’t get any peace for a long time to come. Maybe never again.


      Without turning the light on, he stepped over to the large wraparound window. His office sat at the tip of the Nevada Fields control tower, a forty-story building that mimicked the shape of a rocket. When he’d had it built twenty years ago, they’d almost had his head. Rising sea levels had forced NASA to abandon Kennedy Space Center in Florida. However, instead of outright relocating all of NASA’s activities to the Johnson Space Center in Houston, Pounder had compelled the construction of Nevada Fields—a decision that had shown remarkable foresight, as it turned out.


      At the time, though, Pounder had been accused of extravagance, of megalomania. He had paid it no mind, ignoring it all just as thoroughly as the vocal criticism he faced for expending ten percent of the already meager budget on projects that lay beyond the realm of conventional ideas.


      Lesly Pounder’s life’s work was to drive mankind’s advancement into space. He was too old to fly to the stars himself; his bones couldn’t withstand the alternating pressures of intense g-forces and microgravity, which had forced him to make way for others. However, he would do everything in his power to enable them to fly, and he was damned if he was going to do that from the stuffy confines of a command bunker like a mole in a burrow, day in and day out. The only reason Pounder was still NASA’s Flight Director was that no one else had materialized who wanted to take over leadership of the financially deprived space agency.


      In the east, the sky grew lighter. Nevada Fields was situated in one of the many high valleys that ran through the state from north to south. The valley floors were flat and bone dry; it would have practically been a lunar landscape if not for the Joshua trees that interrupted the barrenness. If you climbed the slopes—as Pounder often did; he had a connection to the Earth despite his yearning for the stars—the Joshua trees gave way to gnarled pines. Eventually, sweating and wheezing, you’d reach a crest that offered a clear view far into the distance. Or you could lean your head back and gaze out into the universe, stars glimmering in the sky with a surreal splendor.


      At this very moment, the Stardust was up there in the blackness, completing its braking phase for the Moon approach. Pounder wondered what was running through the heads of Rhodan and his crew right now. He could hardly imagine.


      “Truly a sensational view,” said a voice behind him. “I’m envious of you, Pounder.”


      The flight director waited a moment before slowly turning. He wasn’t shocked. He never was, not since the car with his wife and children inside had skidded off the road a long time ago in Florida. The swamp had swallowed them up, only releasing them two years later. There was nothing that could shock him anymore.


      A man sat at his desk, having casually made himself comfortable on the swivel chair. He was small, almost a dwarf, and old, at least as old as Pounder. The hair he had left was little more than a white circlet, but despite that, his face had an inexplicably youthful tautness. It looked natural, with none of the artificial stiffness of a face-lift, as could be seen on many other faces.


      “Sit down already, Pounder!” he demanded, pointing patronizingly to the guest chair. The man was acting as though it were his office, as though Lesly Pounder were the trespasser rather than he.


      “I should call the military police and have them throw you straight out the window, Mercant,” said Pounder. “Maybe that would wipe the smile off your face.”


      “It would be an interesting experiment,” Mercant replied. “You’re assuming, of course, that the military police would follow your orders.” He gestured towards the telephone sitting on the edge of the desk. “Want to try your luck?”


      Pounder deliberated. Allan Mercant was a puzzle to him. For almost a year now, he’d been snooping around Nevada Fields. He flashed his ID card under the noses of those who wanted to see it as well as those who didn’t. “Homeland Security.” It was enough to command, if not fear, then at least respect from whoever he was staring down.


      Apart from that, Mercant did...nothing. He was just there, showing up in the most unlikely corners of Nevada Fields and typically presenting himself as a lovable old man with unlimited time and an impressive capacity for chitchat.


      What was his purpose here? Pounder could only speculate. Mercant had to be a watchdog. Or was he there as a distraction, using his conspicuous behavior to draw all the attention while the real Homeland Security agents carried out their work unnoticed and undisturbed? Pounder had even wondered more than once if he’d been duped by a fraud, by a crackpot who was putting on an act and had taken everyone for fools with insinuations and a perfectly forged Homeland Security ID.


      But that couldn’t be; his attempts to find out more about Mercant had all failed. As far as the net was concerned, the man didn’t exist. And that could only mean one thing: Mercant really did work for the most powerful bureau in the United States.


      Now, shortly before the Stardust reached the Moon as part of a mission that would potentially decide the fate of humanity, this man had made himself at home in Pounder’s office. He drew a deep breath, then went over to the door and closed it. Pounder was a proud man. However, there was one characteristic essential to his nature that was even stronger than his pride: curiosity.


      He sat down in the guest chair. “What do you want, Mercant?”


      “To talk to you.”


      “Why?”


      “Because I’m worried about the current situation.”


      Pounder couldn’t help laughing out loud. “Leave that to me. Those are my men up there.”


      Mercant fell silent for a moment. He looked at the flight director with an earnestness that didn’t match his jovial face. Then he said, “And mine too.”


      “Who do you think you are?” Pounder asked, leaning forward. “Just because Homeland Security thinks rules and regulations don’t apply to—”


      “I’m not speaking in the name of Homeland Security or on their orders,” Mercant interrupted. “I’ve come to you as a human being. In the Stardust, humans are flying into the unknown.”


      Pounder wavered. Mercant sounded sincere. “You don’t need to worry. Rhodan is my best man. The crew of the Stardust is as safe as humanly possible.”
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