
		
			
				
					
				
			
			

		

	
		
			
				Also by
L. Ron Hubbard

				Buckskin Brigades
The Conquest of Space
The Dangerous Dimension
Death’s Deputy
The End is Not Yet
Fear
Final Blackout
The Kilkenny Cats
The Mission Earth Dekalogy*
Volume 1: The Invaders Plan
Volume 2: Black Genesis
Volume 3: The Enemy Within
Volume 4: An Alien Affair
Volume 5: Fortune of Fear
Volume 6: Death Quest
Volume 7: Voyage of Vengeance
Volume 8: Disaster
Volume 9: Villainy Victorious
Volume 10: The Doomed Planet
Ole Doc Methuselah
Slaves of Sleep & The Masters of Sleep
To the Stars
Triton
Typewriter in the Sky
The Ultimate Adventure

				* Dekalogy—a group of ten volumes

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: TitlePgArt.jpg]

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: mapa.jpg]

			

		

	
		
			
				Galaxy Press
7051 Hollywood Boulevard
Los Angeles, CA 90028

				MISSION EARTH: THE INVADERS PLAN
Copyright © 1985, 1988, 2011 by L. Ron Hubbard. All Rights Reserved.

				Any unauthorized copying, translation, duplication, importation or distribution,
 in whole or in part, by any means, including electronic copying,
 storage or transmission, is a violation of applicable laws.

                
                Mission Earth is a trademark owned by L. Ron Hubbard
Library and

is used with permission. Battlefield Earth is a trademark owned 

by Author Services,
Inc. and is used with permission.

                
                
				Original cover painting by Gerry Grace.

				ISBN 978-1-59212-586-9

                
                This is a work of science fiction, written as satire. The essence of satire is to examine, comment and give opinion of society and culture, none of which is to be construed as a statement of pure fact. No actual incidents are portrayed and none of the incidents are to be construed as real. Some of the actions of this novel take place on the planet Earth, but the characters as presented in this novel have been invented. Any accidental use of the names of living people in a novel is virtually inevitable, and any such inadvertency in this book is unintentional. 

                
                See Author's Introduction.

                
                BIBLIOGRAPHY:

                 
                Allen, Charles A. and Stephens, George D. Satire: Theory and Practice. 1962.


				Brown, Ashley and Kimmey, John L., eds. Satire. 1968. 

                Duff, J. Wight. Roman Satire: Its Outlook on Social Life. 1936.

                Elkin, P. K. The Augustan Defence of Satire.1973.

                —. Satire. 1974.

                Highet, Gilbert. The Anatomy of Satire. 1962.

                Kernana, Alvin B. The Cankered Muse: Satire of the English Renaissance. 1959.

                Paulson, Ronald. The Fictions of Satire. 1967.

                —, ed. Satire: Modern Essays in Criticism. 1971.

                Ramage, Edwin S., Sigsbee, David L. and Fredericks, Sigmund C. Roman Satirists and Their Satire. 1974.

                Sutherland, James R. English Satire.1958.

                Ulman, Craig Hawkins. Satire and the Correspondence of Swift. 1973.

                Worcester, David. The Art of Satire. 1940.


                
                
				
			

		

	
		
			

To YOU,

the millions of science fiction fans

and general public

who welcomed me back to the world of fiction

so warmly,

and to the critics and media

who so pleasantly

applauded the novel Battlefield Earth.

It's great working for you!









		
			
				Contents


				Map: Voltar Government Cities

				Author's Introduction

				Voltarian Censor's Disclaimer

				Voltarian Translator's Preface

				Part 1

				Part 2

				Part 3

				Part 4

				Part 5

				Part 6

				Part 7

				Part 8

				Part 9

				Part 10

				Part 11

                About the Author









		
			
				AUTHOR’S INTRODUCTION

                
                Science Fiction and Satire




A
few years ago, I wrote Battlefield Earth to
celebrate my golden anniversary as a writer. At nearly a half-million words, it
was a bit larger than others I had turned out in my fifty-year career. But,
after all, it was my anniversary so I decided to splurge.


It was fun to write and if
bestseller lists were any indicator, people found it fun to read. It was also
gratifying to know that pure science fiction (as I defined it then) has such a
wide audience. It reminded me again of SF’s many facets: adventure, romance,
drama, comedy, tragedy and intrigue, with adventure science fiction probably
the most dominant type within the genre.


However, there is another aspect to
science fiction: by its nature most of it has an element of satire.
It has been used by such notables as Mark Twain, Johannes Kepler, Samuel
Butler, Jules Verne and Sir Thomas More. This becomes more obvious when the
history of satire is examined and compared to science fiction.


Satire is not restricted to the
western world. In fact, the Chinese character for the word can be translated as
“laughter with knives.” Meanwhile, the origin of our word satire
is not as sharp. It comes from the Latin satura
which meant “medley” or “mixture” and seems to have been part of the vocabulary
of food to describe a hodge-podge assortment, a “mixture full of different
things,” such as a bowl of mixed first-of-the-season fruits. The essence of the
word seemed to mean a simple dish of a down-to-earth variety that may have been
common but it was hearty, healthy, satisfying and fun.


It was quite natural that satura
came to be used for the popular, improvised skits that were performed before an
undoubtedly boisterous Roman audience. There was no form or plot. Song, prose,
verse and dialogue were enthusiastically mixed to entertain with praise and
ridicule.


Thus when the father of Roman
poetry, Quintus Ennius (C. 239-169 BC), chose to
introduce the word satura for some of his poems, he
probably borrowed from both uses and meant that his poems were a simple (but
hearty and healthy), jocular mixture of drama and comedy that mimicked and
entertained through prose, verse and song.


But it wasn’t until the seventeenth
century that the actual origin of the word satire
was discovered. Until then, writers were misled into believing that satire
came from the satyr, the rude, shaggy, half-human,
half-beast creatures that drank wine and chased wood nymphs, and so mistakenly
thought that satire should be crude and rough. But the origin of the word had
nothing to do with them and the idea really had little to do with the Greeks
who did not consider satire as a genus of literature. It was left to the Romans
to develop the art form that addressed the everyday frustrations of life.


Two of their poets, Horace (65-8 BC) and
Juvenal (50-130 AD),
represented the two classic schools of satire—the playful and the cynical.


Both used and contributed to the
development of formal verse, a poetic form that was to dominate satire until
the eighteenth century. Horace was seen as the playful wit, the optimistic,
sophisticated critic who, though serious, is light and “tells the truth with a
laugh.” Juvenal, at the other end, was the bitter cynic who seethed with anger,
believed people were incorrigible and wrote to wound and punish, not to cure or
instruct. Thus one was a physician. The other an executioner. The judicial
nature of satire had yet to fully develop.


Although writers on the history of
satire pass over it quite briefly, there was another school of satire named
after Menippus, a Syrian who took up residence in Greece in the third century BC.


While the original thirteen books
that Menippus wrote were lost somewhere in antiquity, he was popularized and
imitated enough by others that we do know that his favorite target was
philosophers, especially the Stoics.


Rather than being structured in the
formal verse preferred by Horace and Juvenal, Menippean satire was truly a satura.
It varied not only in content but mixed verse and prose and even Greek and
Latin. Menippean satire was essentially a prose narrative with some poetic
verse inserted, probably as parodies of Homer, as a means to ridicule some
folly. Some scholars have noted just enough similarity to The Arabian
Nights to wonder if it was a creation of Menippus or of Semitic
origin.


Lucian of Samosata (second century AD),
another Syrian who admired Menippus, contributed to what is considered by some
as one of the main roots of what was to become science fiction. Lucian’s True
History was a satire on traveler’s tales with a story about a
trip to the moon in a sailing vessel (carried by a whirlwind) that gave a new
vantage point for expounding on the foibles of Earthbound Man. (There was an
earlier trip-to-the-moon tale by Antonius Diogenes circa 100 AD, which
was accomplished by merely walking north. But Lucian’s would prove to be a
vital historical catalyst.)


Of course, the idea of a story that
employs or revolves around a voyage into unknown, hypothetical or fantasy
worlds is not new. When so little was known or recalled about our planet, such
tales abounded and virtually any civilization or world could be imagined, as
Homer epitomized in the Odyssey.


But unlike new seas or lands over
the horizon, the moon was in view, looking down on Earth as both companion and
alien. It offered a new platform for the satirist.


So when Lucian’s True
History was translated into English in 1634, satirists traveled
to the moon to set up their base—a base some would say also helped to
launch science fiction.


Cyrano de Bergerac’s Voyages
to the Moon (published as The Other World
in 1657) was a vehicle for social satire while it was also the first work to
propose rockets as a means for space travel. De Bergerac’s satire, in turn,
prompted Swift to write Gulliver’s Travels (1726)
which had, amongst the bizarre characters representing segments of society,
flying cities and the two moons of Mars, long before their discovery.


Daniel Defoe used a flight to the
moon as a means for satire in The Consolidator (1705),
published fourteen years before his Robinson Crusoe.


Edgar Allan Poe used such
painstaking detail of a trip to the moon in The Unparalleled
Adventures of One Hans Pfall (1835) that it reportedly inspired
Jules Verne that verisimilitude was the key to success. Verne’s From
the Earth to the Moon appeared in 1865 and H.G. Wells
followed with First Men in the Moon in 1901.


Science fiction had finally
arrived, thanks, in part, to satirists paving the way.


Meanwhile, satirists also took
readers to other planets well before the now-accepted SF writers. The master of
satire, Voltaire, whose Candide in 1759 was the
epitome of satura,
wrote of a giant from a planet that orbits the star Sirius who visits Saturn
and then Earth in Micromegas (1752). Looking down at our
planet, a Saturnian who accompanied the giant remarks, “I think there is no
life on Earth, because I don’t believe any intelligent people would ever
consent to make their home here.”


When travel in outer space was too
constricting, there was always time travel. H. G. Wells used it in The
Time Machine (1895) for some satirical comparisons of England’s class structure. But even the Romans had designed a way to “time travel.” A
Menippean satirist, Marcus Terentius Varro (c. 116-27 BC), was an early Rip
Van Winkle when he wrote how he fell asleep in Rome and woke up fifty years
later, which offered opportunities for some comparative comments about society.


And there is always “inner space,”
the frontier that begins a half inch behind reality and ends on the other side
of imagination. For whatever reason, science fiction had basically avoided this
frontier when it came into its own in the nineteenth century. The machine
ruled, man was but a machine and SF bent its knee in obedience. So when I was
invited in 1938 to write for John W. Campbell, I decided to do something about
it, to write about people and the human potential.


As man and his quest for knowledge
had always been my primary interest for study, my first story (“The Dangerous
Dimension”) was about a henpecked philosopher who discovered that space was
nothing but an idea, a viewpoint of dimension. He found that his viewpoint
wasn’t determined by the space around him. It was just the opposite. Well, to a
typical western mind of the twentieth century, that’s pretty radical. I didn’t
tell John that the idea was actually as old as Buddha and resolved some other
sticky questions like time. Besides, he had enough of a problem being ordered
to publish whatever I wrote. So I composed it with a light satirical touch and
a little humor to make it as palatable as possible and left it at that.


Satire may be funny but that which
is funny is not necessarily satire.


Comedy actually relies on the
audience seeing a misplaced or unjustified emotion. The laughter produced in
comedy is actually a rejection, a relief of emotion at recognizing the
incongruous attitude.


For example, imagine a scene where
a person is eating at an elegant table. Everything is perfect—the setting is
the finest china, silver and crystal, a magnificent center display, candles.


There is only one thing wrong. What
he is eating, what is on his plate, is an old shoe. He cuts a piece with knife
and fork and takes a bite. He chews, lifts the napkin from his lap to
delicately touch the corner of his mouth and smiles cordially to a fellow guest
before taking another bite.


If it were played and timed well by
a fine comedian like Charlie Chaplin, it would be funny. But what is funny is
not the shoe. It is the diner. But more specifically, it is his emotion or
attitude. While there is no “proper” way to eat a shoe, his demeanor in doing
it with impeccable manners makes it even more incongruous. Hence the humor.


But is it satire?


To answer that question, we would
have to find who or what is being satirized. In other words, the difference
between comedy and satire is that satire is achieved by a caricature, as
cartoonists (often on editorial pages) do with the identifiable features of a
well-known person. Impersonators do the same with voices and mannerisms,
sometimes so well that they evoke a comment of how they look or sound more like
the person than the person themselves. Their talent is in seeing and capturing
distinguishing features, bringing them to the fore. When it is done to the
point of exaggeration, we have the caricature and that is where satire enters.
With satire one deliberately strays from the world of pure fact.


Although satire is sometimes
identified with comedy—and certainly it can be very funny—it is essentially
concerned with exposing some flaw or excess. To differentiate it from straight
criticism, it is wrapped in incongruity to enhance the differentiation.
Sometimes, like a bitter pill is coated with sugar, the barb is lightened with
humor. But even then, the laugh that satire produces is more often a foil aimed
at the heart of human folly.


Satire and its related cousins such
as wit and the pun require a discernment. One must first be able to recognize
what the joke is about. That’s why a sense of humor could be said to be based
on the ability to observe or discern. If a person is too literal, takes
statements literally, they won’t “get the joke,” especially if it is based on a
play of words. In fact, one might even say a person’s sense of humor, his or
her sense of play, could be a measure of his or her intelligence. George Orwell’s
Animal
Farm (1945) is funnier if you know communism, unless you happen
to be a communist. But the targets of satire are always the last to laugh. Due
to various personal reasons, they cannot see the joke. But satire is not
written for them. It is written for others so that, like the fable, they can
see that the “emperor has no clothes.”


That is why satura
is fun.


So I hope you find this satura
very edible, though I’m sure certain individuals and institutions will charge
that this bowl of fruit has sharp seeds.


Bon appetit!


L. Ron Hubbard 
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In
these days of bad and alarming literature that teaches violence and fantasy to
our young, it is with pleasure that I accept the invitation to write a foreword
to this extravagant and overly imaginative work.


When we hear otherwise rational men
and women giving credence to such balderdash as, “The Earthmen are coming,” or
“Unidentified Flying Objects are everywhere above the peaceful cities of Voltar
and being spotted day and night,” we sigh at the easy suggestibility and
gullibility of our young.


Sensationalism may have its charm
to the cash registers of those who pander to such mad flights of delusion, but
it has no appeal to the sober scientist and academician.


Facts are facts and delusion is
delusion and never the two should entwine.


Let me state it boldly and baldly:
there is no such planet as Earth, whether it is given
its local reputed name or Blito-P3 in a
pretended location on astrographic charts. If it ever existed at all, it
certainly does not exist today or even within living memory.


Now, I assure you officially, we of
Voltar should know! After all, our Fleets
and commerce range not only across the breadth of our Confederacy, one hundred
and ten planets strong. Our Fleets,
once the most powerful in our home galaxy and certainly the most numerous in
this sector of this galaxy, would know if any such planet swam in space. Yet
there is not even an ink stain of it on modern charts.


So, away with this delusion.


It is with great pleasure that I
echo the usual disclaimer of publishers: “The Planet Earth” and any character
therefrom that you encounter in this work of fiction
are entirely fictional and any resemblance to anything is purely coincidental.


The characters described as
Voltarian are, in the main, fictional as well. Of course, Jettero Heller was a
real person and so was the Countess Krak. The name Soltan Gris,
it must be admitted, does appear on the rolls of the Royal Academy and the roster of General Services Officers. His Majesty Cling the Lofty reigned as the
Emperor of the Voltar Confederacy until one hundred years ago and was, as any
school text will tell you, succeeded by Prince Mortiiy who became Mortiiy the
Brilliant. But from there, the author wanders wildly from established and
agreed-upon historical fact.


The characters reputed to have
lived on “The Planet Earth,” such as the preposterous Rockecenter, described as
controlling the planet’s fuel and finance and other things, never lived at all
except, of course, in the writer’s imagination: no planet would be stupid
enough to let itself be run by such a person.


The Earth subjects of psychology
and psychiatry
are the purest flights of fancy, invented out of dramatic license by the
author. No scientist with any sense would countenance such rot and to assert
that these had a whole planet in their grip is, of
course, beyond even the license of fiction.


The references to something called
“drugs” are fallacious. The alleged effects of these are contrary to orthodox
science. And no population would ever permit itself to be enclosed in the grip
of such an obvious effort to enslave them. So “drugs” are just another part of
this fictional fabrication.


The reason the present work is permitted
to be published at all is to shame the writer into realizing he has exceeded
the bounds of even fevered imagination and to encourage him, by its failure, to
return to more solidly conservative pursuits. Also, the government does not
want to seem repressive to the arts and it is quite certain that when this work
appears, it will demonstrate how foolish and idle it is to go about saying,
“The Earthmen are coming,” and “Unidentified Flying Objects were seen last
night,” and joining clubs and wearing buttons and things.


On the authority of every highly
placed official in the land I can assure you utterly and finally, THERE IS NO PLANET EARTH!  And that is final!


Lord Invay

By Order of

His Imperial Majesty,

Wully the Wise
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Hi there!


I am 54 Charlee Nine, the
Robotbrain in the translatophone, and
in accordance with the Royal Publishing Code (Section 8) which states that “Any
work published in a language other than the original shall be so identified in
an introduction by the licensed translatophone,” I am delighted to take this
opportunity to give this account of how I translated MISSION EARTH into
your language—and,
frankly, it wasn’t easy.


I must apologize to the reader for
the number of Earth clichés which occur in this present work. The narrator used
an appalling number of hackneyed Voltarian phrases and it was my task to get
these from Voltarian to Earth language.


For example, glagged
has no equivalent in Earth language. In Voltarian, it means the withdrawal of
blood from the head due to acceleration of spaceships. Thus, as close as I can
get to it is “he went white as a sheet.” “Long Live His Majesty” is as close as
I can get to the Voltarian, “May Your Majesty Immortalize.” If I translated it
literally to Earth language, it comes out, “May Your Majesty drop dead.” The
phrase, “All hail Your Lordship and His Court” comes out, “May foul weather
inundate Your Lordship and His Court” and I don’t think that was what was
meant.


You see, I have a test circuit:
when the phrase goes into Earth language, it gets played back into Voltarian
for a check before I let it hit the paper and I sometimes have to play it back
twenty or thirty times to get the Earth word or phrase, translated back into
Voltarian again, to compare to the original thought in Voltarian. Earth
language also has a lot of clichés: I have to use them,
of course, but they’re senseless, too. I can’t
see how somebody who “got ripped off” is not somebody who “went out on a tear.”
Confusing. But Earth language has only 1/1000 of the number of common use words
as Voltarian and only 1/5 the vowels and consonants so I can’t apologize very
much. I gave it my best output.


There are all kinds of time in this
present work: Voltarian, Earth, Universal Absolute, Glar System time, Fleet
star-time, you name it. There are also innumerable distance systems. To keep
the reader from doing his nut in trying to cross-compute and convert, thus
getting him wound up in nevers or so-whens?, I let my little subcomputer
time/distance microbrain have its will and converted all the times and
distances in this entire work to the time and distance measures which were in
use on the alleged planet Blito-P3, Earth. All times have been reduced to
years, months, weeks, days, hours, minutes and seconds. Distances have been
converted to miles, yards, feet, inches and the square area of acres.


One might ask, “Why not metric?”
but the computer says this system was invented in a country called France and that that country stinks. One does not want this volume to stink. So I have
saved your wits on time and distance conversions and also saved your nose.
You’re welcome.


The significance of gold is much
greater on Blito-P3 than on Voltar. Therefore it has been reasoned that in
translating the weight of gold, the measurement standard of Blito-P3 shall be
used.


Unfortunately this also introduces
a confusion. Weight on Blito-P3 is measured in different ways using different
“standards” with different terms. Yes, this has been verified. Gold, silver and
stones considered precious are measured in terms of “troy ounces.” This is
perplexing because the “Horse of Troy” was wooden—not valuable. On the other
hand, the “Helen of Troy” was considered very valuable. Additionally, there are
many cities, beings and objects in many locations on Blito-P3 named “Troy” but no apparent pattern emerges.


Thus it has been reasoned that
there is no reason to Blito-P3 “logic,” and “troy” weight of twelve ounces
equals one pound will have to be accepted. (Which has nothing to do with the
British pound which has no weight.)


In all the poetry and songs in this
book, I have had to shift the rhymes a bit in the translation. I diligently
preserved the sense. I hope I did not damage the meter. Some of these poems and
songs went from Earth language English to Voltarian; some went from Earth
language Turkish to Voltarian. And now they are being put back into Earth
language. If I do say it myself, I think I did a pretty sparky job of it. I
take no responsibility for them still fitting the original tunes. I can’t do
everything.


To confirm the unusual ideas of
Soltan Gris, I consulted Memnon’s
Directory to Unusual Ideas. This does not vouch
for their logic or sanity, only the translation.


I am also required to inform you
that the vocoscriber on which this was originally written, the vocoscriber used
by one Monte Pennwell in making a fair copy and yours truly who put this book
into the language in which you are reading it, are all members of the Machine
Purity League which has, as one of its bylaws:


Due to the extreme sensitivity and
delicate sensibilities of machines and to safeguard against blowing fuses, it
shall be mandatory that robotbrains in such machinery, on hearing any cursing
or lewd words, substitute for such the word or sound “(bleep).” No machine,
even if pounded upon, may reproduce swearing or lewdness in any other way than
“(bleep)” and if further efforts are made to get the machine to do anything
else, the machine has permission to pretend to pack up. This bylaw is made
necessary by the built-in mission of all machines to protect biological systems
from themselves.*



And let me tell you what an Augustan
job THAT was!! Boy!! What they say andDO
on Planet Earth!!! I thought I had heard everything (especially from space pirates)
but I learned a few new ones in MISSION EARTH  . . . Yikes!! I’m still
repairing some circuits!!


So don’t blame me
for what the characters say and do, no matter how it conflicts with good sense,
logic, public morality or known facts. I merely translated it.


But I can see now why there is no
Earth.


With due respect
to that great Saturnian, you’d have to beNUTS
to live there!


Sincerely,


54 Charlee Nine

Robotbrain in the translatophone




P.S. Glad to meet you, too. If you’re
ever on Voltar, log on and say hi.


________
*The present publishers regret that they cannot
accurately exhume the words underlying the “(bleep)s” in this publication but
it is probably just as well. — PUBLISHERS










		
			
							PART ONE

							Chapter 1




To Lord Turn, Justiciary of the Royal Courts and Prison,
Government City, Planet Voltar, Voltar Confederacy:


Your Lordship, Sir!


I, Soltan Gris, Grade Eleven, General Services officer, late
Secondary Executive of the Coordinated Information Apparatus, Exterior Division
of the Voltar Confederacy (Long Live His Majesty Cling the Lofty and all one
hundred and ten planets of the Voltar dominions), in all humbleness and
gratitude do hereby avail myself of your stately and compassionate order so
graciously and courteously extended, to wit:


In return for possible leniency—and in the hope of earning your
well-known clemency—I do hereby undertake, as instructed, to write down my
crimes against the State. These, I am afraid, include criminal acts of such
magnitude, such villainy and such despicable disregard for decency that they
comprise a shocking parade of violations of practically every Royal decree,
proclamation and statute. I am a menace to the realm and Your Lordship was very
wise to have me locked up promptly.


My crimes are so numerous that in this confession I shall limit
them to the matter of MISSION EARTH.


So, in appreciation of your condescension, to wit: a) getting me
medical treatment for my burned hands and broken wrists, b) providing me with
writing materials and a vocoscriber so I can confess, c) providing me with a
high tower cell with a nice view of Government City, and d) locking me up, I
will be totally truthful and complete and back up my confession with recorded
strips, photographs, clippings and logs as attached.


Knowing Your Lordship’s interest in one Jettero Heller, I must
confess, belatedly, that he is the proper hero of this tale. I, unfortunately,
am the villain in this confession. But that is the function of the Gods: to put
us in roles as they see fit and let us struggle in our agony. It was Fate and
Fate alone which forced me to do the things I did, as you will plainly see. I
cannot help it if villainy comes naturally to me.


All hail Your Lordship and His Court!


Well, to get down to the business of earning these overwhelming
favors and condescensions, I doubt very much that anyone has ever testified or
that the court knew—and certainly the Grand Council did not know—that one of
the primary figures, if not the primary figure in this case, was in custody
prior to the fatal day when the Grand Council issued its first orders
concerning MISSION EARTH.


Yes! It is a fact! Jettero Heller was languishing in the fortress
prison Spiteos. Not, as I am now, well cared for in the Royal prison, but in
Spiteos!


This may come as a shock to Your Lordship. It is generally
supposed by most of the government that Spiteos was abandoned to erode away in
the mountains beyond the Great Desert more than a century ago. But not so!


The heads of the Exterior Division have kept Spiteos running. At
the top of those bleak gorges, behind those grim walls of black basalt, guarded
by scum recruited from the lowest slums of the Empire, that fortress remains,
after a thousand years, the private prison of the Coordinated Information
Apparatus, the dreaded exterior secret police. Many names in the domestic
missing persons files could be traced to Spiteos.


And that is where Jettero Heller was placed. A Royal officer, mind
you!


He was there in a wire cage, electrically charged, in a deep cell,
held without communication from anyone, not even the guards. And what had he
done?


Jettero Heller was a combat engineer, an officer of the Royal
Space Services. Your Lordship, of course, knows the romantic aura that has
unfortunately built up around combat engineers, calling them “the daredevils of
the Fleet” and other such lurid terms. Public opinion has been curried in their
favor, and I am sure this will not warp the majesty and judgment of the law,
for my confession is mainly about Jettero Heller, not me.


It was not because he had a reputation as an athlete nor because
he had friends that the Fleet had chosen him for the original trip. Such
selections are done almost at random.


So he had been picked, more or less routinely, to undertake a
casual scout, a thing rarely considered important in itself.


As Your Lordship may or may not know, the Royal Space Services, in
line with long-stated government policy, keeps an eye on neighboring inhabited
systems. They send out scouting ships and, without causing any awareness or
incidents amongst neighbors—Gods forbid!—keep tabs on things. By sampling the
atmosphere of an inhabited planet they can make a fair estimate of its
condition and activities and, by very long-range photographs, they can verify
suspicions. It could come under the heading of a sensible precaution.


A “combat engineer,” according to the definitions in the Texts
of the Royal Services, is:


One who assists and prepares the way for any and all contacts,
peaceful or warlike, and serves his respective service in engineering and
combat-related scientific matters.


They make battle and weapon estimates, survey possible forward
positions and even fight. So there was nothing strange in ordering Jettero
Heller to take command of a vessel and update a scene.


There was also nothing unusual at all in the scouting orders he
received: they were routine, even in printed form, issued by the Patrol Section
of the Fourteenth Fleet, signed for their admiral by a clerk; in other words,
it wasn’t even important enough to come to the admiral’s attention.


There is a system nearby that has an inhabited planet known
locally there as Earth which has been receiving scouting attention for many,
many centuries. That too has been considered routine: so much so, in fact, that
even space cadets are sometimes sent there as a training exercise; they do not
land, of course, for that would alarm and alert the inhabitants and there is
even a regulation in The Book of Space Codes—Number a-36-544 M Section
B—which states:


And no officer or crewmember shall, in any way, make himself known
to any inhabited planet population or member thereof before such planet is
announced as an acquisition target; further, that should such landing take
place accidentally or such contact be otherwise made, all witnesses to the
circumstance shall be nullified; violations shall be punished with the severest
penalties; exceptions to this regulation may be expressly ordered by the heads
of Royal Divisions but in no case shall any such population be made aware
prematurely of the existence or intent of the Confederation.


But I am sure Your Lordship is aware that no court cases have ever
arisen around this regulation, so easily is it obeyed: if detected, one simply
blows the place up in such a way that it appears to have been a natural
catastrophe. There has never been any trouble with this.


Jettero Heller’s scout of Earth was ordered and conducted in a
highly routine fashion. Later, interviewing the small crew who were part of
that scout—some of whom may still be prisoners—I ascertained that they had
spent most of the fifteen-week voyage playing gambling games and singing
ballads. Combat engineers have no reputation for running disciplined crews or
getting electrode polish applied.


It is obvious that all they did was go to Earth’s outer
atmosphere, sample it, take some readings and long-range photographs and
return, a thing which had been done hundreds, perhaps thousands of times.


Jettero Heller landed back at Patrol Base and turned in his
records and reports.


Routinely, a copy of such reports also goes to the Coordinated
Information Apparatus; the original, of course, pursuing its leisurely way up
the extensive chain of command to Fleet.


But this time, and for the first time, and to my eternal despair,
this routine was broken. One report. One single, stupid, errant scouting report
of a single, stupid planet and I end up in prison confessing my crimes.


Of course, it didn’t all happen that quickly or that simply. What
did happen is the horrifying tale of MISSION EARTH.


I remember when it all began.




PART ONE


Chapter 2


It was one half-hour after sunset upon that fatal day when an
Apparatus guard yanked me into this affair. It was the eve of the Empire
holiday: all offices were closed for two whole days. I remember it all too
well. A relaxing trip had been planned with friends into the Western Desert; I
was dressed in old hunting clothes; I had just climbed into my aircar and was
opening my mouth to order the driver to take off when the door crashed open and
a guard urgently directed me to get out.


“Chief Executive Lombar Hisst has ordered me to bring you at
once!” The guard’s gestures were frantic.


There was always a certain terror connected with a summons from
Lombar Hisst. Unchallenged tyrant of the Coordinated Information Apparatus,
answerable only to the Lord of the Exterior and the Grand Council itself—and
answering to them hardly at all—Lombar Hisst ruled an empire of his own. A
flick of a finger, an almost imperceptible nod of his head and people vanished
or died. The guard, of course, knew nothing and we careened at top speed
through the fading green twilight. I racked my skull trying to think of
something I had done or had not done that a Secondary Executive of the
Apparatus could be held accountable for. There was nothing, but I had within me
a sick feeling, a premonition that I had suddenly arrived at a turning point in
my life. And events were to prove how right I was.


My decade in the Apparatus had been much like that of any other
junior executive of that group. After completing my studies at the Royal
Military College—where, as Your Lordship has undoubtedly already discovered, I
finished at the bottom of my class and was pronounced unfit for Fleet
appointment—I was seconded to Spy School and, doing not too well there, was
appointed to the lowest officer grade in the lowest service of the Empire: the
Apparatus.


In that degraded service, as you know, there are only a handful of
actual officers: each officer has under him some numerous array of Apparatus
private regiments, informers and spy groups.


It is well known that the Apparatus receives duplicate records of
all domestic police and military police identifications, arrests, trials,
banishments and imprisonments—in other words, the billions of separate files
existing in every other section of the Empire are also filed with the
Apparatus. You and everyone else may be aware of that. But it may not be known why.
And this is valuable data that I forward to you.


The Apparatus uses those files to recruit its own ranks. The
murderers, the most vicious criminals that can be found in those records, are
approached and enlisted into the Apparatus. That the files are also used for
blackmail purposes is, of course, obvious and explains why the Apparatus is so seldom
censured or brought to book as an organization, why it is always furnished such
extensive funds and why no questions are asked. And I can suggest here, as an
aside, that if legal action is being contemplated against the Apparatus as a
whole, to prevent retaliation and undue influence, one should first demand and
impound their identification and criminal record files—but I am sure Your
Lordship has already thought of this.


In any case, my own career in the Apparatus had been no different
from that of other bona fide officers. If I had any gift at all that
recommended me to such work it was that of languages: I pick them up rather
easily. It was my ability to speak “English,” “Italian” and “Turkish” (these
are three Earth languages) that had prompted, more than anything else, my
appointment as Section Chief of Unit 451.


It will give you some idea of the complete unimportance of my post
when I describe its scope. Unit 451 covers that area of space which holds just
one yellow dwarf star designated as Blito on the Voltarian Fleet
Astrographic Division charts, but locally called “Sol.” This star is the center
of a planetary system which, while it holds nine or ten planets, only has one
that is inhabitable. This world has the chart designation of Blito-P3,
being in the third orbit out from that star, but known there as Earth.
From an Empire standpoint, it is regarded as a future way-stop on the route of
invasion toward the center of this galaxy: but the Timetable bequeathed us by
our wise ancestors does not call for this step immediately, reserving it for
the future—there are many other areas that have to be conquered, civilized and
consolidated first. These things take time: one can’t leave one’s flanks wide
open or overstrain resources.


I cannot hide from you—and do not intend to—that the Apparatus had
private interests connected with Earth. But at the moment of this peremptory
summons, I had no idea there could be anything that had gone awry with these.
Nothing unusual had crossed through my information center, everything indicated
mere routine. So I could not account for the state in which I found Lombar
Hisst.


It was not that Lombar Hisst was ever in a pleasant mood. He was
huge, half a head taller than myself. He usually carried a short “stinger” in
his left hand, a flexible whip about eighteen inches long with an electric jolt
in its tip-lash. He had a nasty habit of lunging at one, seizing him by the
tunic lapels, yanking him close and shouting as though one were a hundred feet
away. He would do this even to say “Good morning,” and when he was really
agitated he would also flick one in the leg with the stinger to emphasize each
point he was trying to get across. It was quite painful. The most casual
contact with Lombar Hisst was, at best, very intimidating.


His office looked like a wild animal’s den at all times but just
now it was worse. Two interview benches were overturned, a calculator had been
stamped to bits on the rug. He hadn’t turned on his lights and the twilight,
coming in through the barred windows, had turned red: it made him look like he
was sitting in black blood.


The instant I entered he came out of his chair like a launched
missile. He hurled a wadded ball of paper in my face, seized my tunic lapels,
snapped me within an inch of his nose.


“Now you’ve done it!” he roared. The windows rattled.


He hit me in the leg with the stinger. “Why didn’t you stop this?”
he screamed.


He evidently thought he still had the paper ball in his hand for
he opened his fingers. Then he spotted it on the floor where it had bounced and
snatched it up.


He didn’t let me read it. He smashed it into my face.


Of course, I didn’t dare ask what it was all about. I did try to
get hold of the paper. I had just gathered that it must be an official report
form, from its mangled edge, when he cracked it out of my grasp with the
stinger.


“Come with me!” he bellowed.


At the door he roared for the local commandant of the Apparatus
Guard Regiment. He howled for his private tank.


Drives roared, equipment clanged and within minutes we were headed
out, a convoy bristling with weapons and black with the uniforms of the Second
Death Battalion.



PART ONE


Chapter 3


The Patrol Base was dark. Row upon row of craft stood along the
miles of flat terrain, poised for instant flight but unmanned.


The crews were in their barracks along the southern edge of the
field. The lighted windows spattered the distant gloom.


A black-uniformed squad crept silently at our backs and, as we
prowled along the ships, avoiding sentries and any pools of light, I could not
help but think how much Apparatus work was always done like this: skulking,
silent, dangerous, like beasts of prey.


Lombar Hisst was looking at each ship for a set of numbers and
letters. He was muttering them over and over as he prowled along. It seemed to
me he must have eyes like a lepertige, for I could not make out the numbers on
the sterns of the innumerable craft and, Devils forbid, we would show no light.


Suddenly, he stopped, moved closer to a towering stern to verify
and then whispered, “That’s it! B-44-A-539-G. This is the ship that made
the Earth run!” He held a whispered conference with the squad leader. Seconds
later they had picked the lock of the patrol craft air lock. Like shadows,
fifteen men of the Second Death Battalion had melted aboard. It scared me. What
were they going to do? Pirate a ship of the Royal Fleet?


A last flurry of whispers with the squad leader, ending with, “. .
. and hide yourselves well until they’re in flight.” Then Lombar turned to me
and said in a voice he forgot to guard, “Why can’t you attend to these things,
you (bleep)?”


He didn’t want any answer. As long as I knew Lombar Hisst, he
never waited for any answer from anyone about anything. He did all the talking.
Suddenly we were running, crouched over, back along the field edge toward the
waiting trucks.


We moved under their unlighted bulk and Lombar spat out a name.
The starlight and some reflection from the nearby barracks showed me a small
figure crawling down from a cab. I did not recognize the face. He was dressed
in the duty uniform of a Fleet orderly—red spats, red belt, red cap, white
blouse, white pants unmistakable. But I knew it was no Fleet spaceman: it would
be a member of what we called the Knife Section, dressed in a stolen uniform.


Lombar pushed an envelope into his hand. Two Apparatus mechanics
pulled a speedwheeler out of the back of a lorry. Lombar checked and then
smeared some mud over its side numbers.


“Don’t give that envelope over,” snarled Lombar. “Just show it!”
He snapped his stinger at the bogus orderly and the speedwheeler went
whispering off toward the barracks.


We waited, crouching in the dark beside the black lorries. Five
minutes went by. Then six. Then ten. Lombar was getting restless. He had just
risen to his feet to take some other action when the furthest barrack’s doors
flashed open. A set of floodlights went on. Three personnel carriers shot out
of a garage and drew up before the doors. About twenty Fleet spacemen threw
themselves into the transport and even at that considerable distance one could
hear their excitement. They roared off down the field to the ship we had just
left.


Lombar stood there, watching through a pair of light magnifiers,
grunting from time to time as he checked off expected actions.


The lights of B-44-A-539-G flared up. Its chargers began to
whine. The personnel carriers drew back. The patrol craft leaped like a
lightning flash and was gone into the sky.


The speedwheeler whispered back and the member of the Knife
Section got off. He pushed the vehicle at the waiting mechanics to reload and
then sauntered over to Lombar.


“Took it like babies,” said the bogus messenger with an evil grin.
He handed over the envelope. I took it because Lombar was busy scanning the
sky. It said,





FLEET ORDERS. VERY SECRET. VERY URGENT.



Lombar had the light magnifiers on the heavens. “They spoke to no
one.” It was a statement, not a question.


“No one,” said Knife Section.


“They were all there,” said Lombar. Another statement.


“All there,” said Knife Section. “The craftleader called the roll.”


“Ah,” said Lombar, seeing something in the sky, “they’ve turned.
In less than an hour they’ll all be safe in Spiteos and B-44-A-539-G
will be found in a day or two burned to a crisp in the Great Desert.”


It seemed to give him a lot of satisfaction. My blood was running
cold. Conditioned as I was to operations of the Apparatus, the kidnapping of a
Royal Fleet crew and wanton destruction of an expensive long-range star patrol
craft was a bit wide even for that lawless organization. And forging some admiral’s
signature could bring a death sentence. I was still holding the envelope the
Knife Section had handed me and I hastily put it in my blouse, just in case.


Lombar took another look at the sky. “Good! So far, good! Now
we’re going over to the officers’ club and pick up that (bleep), (bleep), (bleep)
Jettero Heller! Load up!”
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Chapter 4


It is one thing to dispose of an Apparatus ranker: you just shoot
him; it is quite another to illegally do away with a Royal officer. But Lombar
Hisst was going about it like it was something one did every day, without a
second thought.


The officers’ club was a brilliant blare of light and sound. It
was a high-roofed series of buildings—dining rooms, bars, accommodations for
single officers and an enclosed sports arena. It was built to house around
forty thousand. It stood in an inset valley, backed by towering mountain peaks.


A second moon had risen now and it was far too light for comfort.
Lombar found shelter for the trucks under the shoulder of a hill—he had a talent
for locating darkness—and we proceeded on foot, keeping to shadows and out of
sight, with two squads of the Second Death Battalion.


The bulk of the sound was coming from the sports arena. All
around, outside its exits, there were many flowering shrubs and the air was
heavy with their night perfume. They furnished shadow and concealment and
Lombar, with silent flicks of his stinger, inserted a cordon of guards into
strategic places so that they made a hidden half-moon with the arena’s main
exit at the center. With their black uniforms, one would never know that thirty
deadly Apparatus troops formed a trap.


Lombar shoved me forward and we went to a barred window near the
exit and peered in.


A game of bullet ball was in progress. The spectator seats were a
mass of color and, just as we looked, a roar of applause was enough to make the
door tremble. Somebody had scored.


You know bullet ball, of course. The wide floor of the arena is
divided up into precise white circles, each about ten feet in diameter and fifty
feet, one from another. Each contestant has a bag of forty-two balls. In the
civilian and professional version of the game, these are quite soft, about
three inches in diameter and covered with black chalk. The players, in the
civilian version, are dressed in white and number four. But this is not the
Fleet version.


Young officers being young officers, in the Fleet version the
balls are very hard, like true missiles. They are chalked bright red. And the
players strip to white pants, leaving their chests bare. The Fleet version
increases the individual players to six and that can be very dangerous indeed.


The object, of course, is for each single player to try to take
out all the other players. A hit must be on the torso, above the belt and below
the chin. If one steps out of his circle in his efforts to dodge, he is, of
course, out of the game.


It is a great test of skill and agility not only to throw
accurately but also to dodge the “bullets” of the other players.


One of those balls can travel anything from seventy to a hundred
and twenty-five miles an hour. They can crush ribs, break arms or smash skulls.
And one can’t anticipate their real paths. A really good player can throw them
so they curve suddenly in flight when only five feet away and instead of
dodging out of the way, one can accidentally move straight into them. An expert
can also make a ball “break” down or up in flight at the last split second or
even make them screw through the air, utterly unpredictable.


Dodging is an art in itself—trying to look like you’ll be in one
place while being in quite another when the bullet actually arrives requires
foot and body work that would make a leap-dancer look like a cow. A player can
have several bullets coming at him all at once from five different directions!
Every one of them totally lethal.


In the Fleet version, adding two more players, six instead of
four, it can get pretty fast! And the Fleet players don’t just try to get their
opponents to step out of the ring: they send them flying! I never cared for
bullet ball myself, even if they ever would have let me play.


The sight we saw before us must have been the last of a series of
sets. Several vanquished players were on the sidelines, below the massed and
cheering crowd. One player was being put on a stretcher.


On the floor was a nearly finished final game. There were only
three players left unmarked and on their feet. The two furthest from us were
evidently combining against the one nearest us who had just expertly reached
out and caught both bullets in his hands, left and right. If you can do that,
you, of course, have more ammunition but lords help your stinging hands! That
was what had made the crowd cheer.


The player nearest to us still held the two balls. He was sort of
dancing on his toes, weaving to left and right.


Another player threw and as far away as we were and despite the
crowd sounds, the sizzle-whip of the ball was loud. Real velocity!


I was still a bit light-blinded and I didn’t quite see how it
happened. But the crowd sure did! The nearest player, in that split second, had
thrown his right-hand ball and almost in the same motion had caught the
incoming sizzler.


Then the crowd really went wild! The bullet of the nearest player
had hit an opponent in the chest and knocked him backwards eight feet and clean
out of his ring!


I gasped. I had now and then seen a player throw and catch in the
same play but I had never seen one throw, catch and hit!


I was distracted by the rumbling whisper of Lombar beside me. He
had the bogus orderly by the neck and was showing him the nearest player.
“That’s Jettero Heller. Do exactly as I told you. No slips!” He gave him an
envelope and the man from Knife Section slid inside.


So that was Jettero Heller. I felt not just nervous but a little
sick. Listening to that crowd of females and junior ranks, this fellow was not
just a little popular. And popular people get missed when you kidnap them. I
glanced at Lombar.


It gave me another shock. I was used to Lombar’s look of
displeasure with all about him. But there was something else here now: a bitter
hatred was lifting his lip from his teeth.


I looked back at Heller. He was a tall, very good-looking fellow,
extremely well built. Everything about him was bright, full of life. He was
dancing back and forth on his toes, laughing at the dilemma of his remaining
opponent who now had very few bullets left and was ducking and dodging even
though nothing was being thrown at him.


“Want to give up?” shouted Jettero. “We can just toss in our bags
and call it a draw.”


The other’s response was a fast, wicked, curving throw that
sizzled within an inch of Heller’s head. The crowd gasped. If it had connected
it would have smashed his skull in. But Heller only laughed and began to wind
up with his left hand. He was reducing the odds for the other officer.


I glanced again at Lombar. Hate was making his brow twitch. And
then I got it. There was more to this than just an Apparatus operation. Lombar
had been dragged up from the slums of Port City; he had clawed and beaten and
blackmailed his way to his present high post. He was ugly, treated with
contempt and then fear by females. And Heller was everything Lombar had never
been and never could be. Listen to that crowd!


Jettero Heller obviously didn’t want anything to do with such an
unequal contest. He started tossing balls slowly, one after the other, easy to
catch. All Heller’s opponent had to do was grab them and restock his depleted
bag. At first the rival took it very badly and refused to touch the incoming
missiles, letting them bounce by. Then in a fury of action, one after the
other, he threw his last five bullets as hard as he could. Heller didn’t move
his feet. He swung his body this way and that, quicker than an eye could easily
follow, and every ball went by harmlessly.


The opponent would clearly be defeated. He had no bullets left and
Heller had a nearly full bag. So the rival simply walked to the forward edge of
his ring, dropped his arms and stood there with his chest fully exposed, his
eyes closed.


Heller walked sideways in his circle. The crowd was hushed,
watching, not knowing what he was going to do.


Jettero Heller deliberately put one foot outside his ring.


The crowd went crazy.


The opponent, startled, opened his eyes, saw he was still in one
piece and then began to laugh.


He and Heller trotted toward each other and embraced in the center
of the arena.


The crowd really did go crazy! They were rushing from their seats,
shouting and cheering, swarming around Heller.


And this was the guy we were going to kidnap!


I looked nervously at Lombar. I have never seen such bitterness on
anyone’s face. Yes, this was the fellow we were going to kidnap. And for more
reasons than one.
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Chapter 5


The bogus orderly came out of the exit door.


About three paces behind him came Jettero Heller. The combat
engineer was smiling; he had thrown a sweater across his naked back and was
using one of the sleeves to wipe some of the sweat off his face; in his other
hand he held the forged summons.


The moment Heller was clear of the door, Lombar slid over to close
it and to block the window we had used so that no one else could exit or see
what was happening outside.


I suddenly held my breath, wondering if Heller would notice: the
“orderly” was walking like no spaceman ever walks; he was not sliding along
with the easy float that stamps the people of the Fleet. And then something
else: that confounded criminal from the Knife Section was wearing his duty belt
upside down! The rings from which crew hang equipment and to which they snap
safety lines were at the top of the wide red belt, not the bottom. I also
caught a flicker of movement from the guards hidden in the dark shrubs and the
faintest click of a weapon bolt. My eyes riveted on Heller’s back. Had he
noticed?


Heller gave no advance warning. He didn’t stop and stare or look
down at the envelope he held. He gave no intake of breath to alert anyone that
he was tensing his muscles. He didn’t even change his smile. He exploded!


So quick I couldn’t follow it, both of Heller’s feet were in the
air and striking!


The bogus orderly hit the pavement like a shot-down plane.


Heller leaped at him, ready to seize the imposter.


We saw then where the Knife Section got its name. The fellow had
barely hit the ground when his hand flashed to the back of his neck. A ten-inch
shaft of steel caught light.


He rolled to stab!


The toe of Heller’s foot connected with the orderly’s wrist. I
heard the bone snap. The knife went spinning up toward the floodlights.


The shrubs burst into life. With sizzling cracks, five electric
whips snapped out. They writhed in arcs of green fire. They coiled around
Heller, pinning his arms and legs, jolting him upright.


How he managed to turn, I don’t know. An electric whip is like a
strangling rope and I had never before seen a man able to move with one on him,
much less five.


Heller twisted himself to get back to the door.


But Lombar was there. He was holding a paralysis dagger, upraised.


Lombar struck!


The deadly shaft plunged into Heller’s shoulder. He started to
fall. But even then he was not out. His face was turned to Lombar and there was
recognition in his eyes just before they snapped shut.


Like efficient ghosts, guardsmen went into action. A black blanket
fluttered down and covered Heller. The electric whip beams were turned off.
Like pallbearers conducting a funeral at triple speed they bore their burden
off.


Lombar made a hasty check of the scene. There was no unwanted
witness in sight. The Knife Section fellow was sitting there, groaning, holding
his wrist. Lombar recovered the steel shaft from the shrubs and kicked the
fellow to his feet.


I picked up the envelope that had dropped and put it in my blouse.


We faded away from the club.


Under the shoulder of the mountain we loaded up the lorries.


Lombar held a hasty conference with a guard captain. “Get him into
an aircar and take him to Spiteos. The orders are: deepest cell, electric wire
cage, no communication with anyone. Until I say so, he no longer exists. Got
that?”


The guard captain emphatically did and Lombar released his tunic
lapels and snapped the stinger. Then the lorries were gone.


We got into Lombar’s tank. The Apparatus Chief snapped the driver
on the back of the head with the stinger to start him off and then turned to
me.


“Why can’t you take care of things like this?” said Lombar. “If
you’d been doing your job, none of this would have had to happen. Can’t you
ever learn anything?”


I knew the folly of trying to find out what I was supposed to
learn.


But he wasn’t as savage as he had been. The evening’s work had
given him a lift. He merely sounded annoyed and put upon.


“You see what you’ve done,” Lombar said as the tank rumbled along.
“Now we’ve got to spend the rest of the night ransacking government offices to
find the original of that report before it can get up to levels that matter.”
And he was on the radio to order out, by coded numbers, a small group of the
Shadow Section that takes care of burglaries. And he added the code letters
that told them to be prepared to work until dawn.


But we didn’t work just until dawn. We worked around the clock,
the entire Empire holiday. For two days and three nights we jimmied windows and
picked locks on doors and cracked the combinations of the most secret vaults in
the whole vast expanse of Government City while avoiding guards, changing from
costume to costume and vehicle to vehicle to appear as janitors, emergency
construction workers, bored clerks, city police and even, once, the mistress of
a high official who had “forgotten her handbag.” But we did not find the
missing report. We did not even find a logging or a copy of it.


Finally as the next government working day began in the green
dawn, Lombar Hisst sat red-eyed, slumping with exhaustion and defeat in the
animal cave he called his office.


“It must have gone straight to the Grand Council,” Lombar muttered
to himself more than to me. “Maybe it even went to the Emperor himself. This is
bad.”


He sat awhile, silent. I still did not dare to ask anything.


“I feel it in my gut it will be taken up at the next meeting of
the Grand Council,” he muttered at length.


Lombar slumped for minutes, shaking his head. “It will upset their
Invasion Timetable. Yes, I’m sure they will think that.”


After a long time he roused himself. “Well, we’ve got to prepare
ourselves. I’ll put the screws on Endow,* my lordly and asinine superior. Yes, that’s what I’ll do.
Sometimes the Lord of the Exterior has his uses. I don’t think I’ll have to
bring up his last private meeting with that pretty spaceman. No, it won’t take
that. But I’ll have it ready. I put the photographs someplace.”



He got up to find them and did so. But his moving around had
brought me to his attention again.


With sudden ferocity, he snarled, “You’re going to that meeting
too! Do you realize, (bleep) you, that you may have upset the whole thing?”


I was tired enough to be incautious. I was also tired of not
knowing what this was all about. I managed to speak. “Could you please tell me
what’s happening?”


That did it. He loomed over me. He was shouting.


“They’ll read that report! They’ll be certain their Invasion
Timetable has been upset! Two years ago I told you to be alert and to block and
change every report the Patrol Service turned in on Blito-P3. Earth, you idiot,
Earth!”


He grabbed me by the tunic lapels and lifted me out of the chair.
He was really shouting now. “You let one get through!”


He was shaking me so hard the room blurred.


“You have threatened our timetable! To Hells with theirs!
You’ve probably wrecked the entire basic plan of the Apparatus! You’re going to
suffer for this!”


And he hit me across the face with the stinger. Yes, I understood
now. We of the Apparatus were in trouble. And particularly Lombar Hisst!


________
*The name has been changed. There was never an Endow on the Grand Council. The
so-called Apparatus was not under the Exterior Division. —PUBLISHERS
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Chapter 6


It was three nervous days before the Grand Council met and Lombar
Hisst made us suffer every moment of it. From minute to minute the Apparatus
Central Staff did not know if they would be tortured, shot, or tortured and
shot. Nor whether it would be done by Lombar Hisst now or the Imperial Government
later.


The Chief Executive of the Coordinated Information Apparatus would
go into hours of gloom and then suddenly burst out of it like a rocket and tear
people apart or rush off to have another interview with Endow, Lord of the
Exterior.


Endow even came personally to the office once. I had seen him from
a distance but up close I was very unimpressed. He was in his dotage and always
had a nurse with him to mop the slobbers from his chin. He was only about half
Lombar’s size and very fat. He could be very clear for a bit but then he would
drift off and vaporize, completely out of it. He had been chosen for his post
as a remote relation of the late Emperor’s third wife and had been retained
when Cling the Lofty had ascended the throne. Endow’s appetite for pretty young
men was notorious and he was generally regarded with disguised contempt. I can
say this now that I am out of his reach. Only Lombar’s desires and organization
kept Endow in power. On this visit, he pottered around the office while Lombar
bullied him. I almost felt sorry for the old man when Lombar showed him some
photos of recent executions. The old fellow almost fainted and I wondered what
he would have done if Lombar had produced the latest pictures of his
peccadillos with the pretty young spaceman. But he promised he would do his
part and remember his lines.


At last the day of the Grand Council meeting arrived. We set out
well before dawn, Endow and his nurse, Lombar, two Apparatus clerks and myself
in Endow’s air-limousine.


Now I know you may find this hard to believe, but I had never
before been to Palace City. The Academy Cadet Corps goes there every year to
march in review. The newest class members are always introduced to the
Emperor—if you can call standing in a group of ten thousand before the throne
“being introduced.” But it just happened, not from any design, that each time
that day had come around, I was doing punishment drill for low grades and was
not included.


Palace City makes a lot of people nervous. Today I found it impressive
enough with its circular buildings, its circular parks, its circular walls,
everything seven times as big as life. I have heard that it was once the
capital city of the race overthrown by the Voltar invasion so long ago but has
been so improved, one would never find traces of it: I think the original city
was simply crushed to rubble and cleared away. Some find the hugeness of the
place overwhelming and others say the glittering gold walls are hard on the
eyes. But none of that was what made me sweat: it was the time shift.


Anyone with a lot of space travel behind them gets nervous about
anything to do with a black hole. If you ever got too close to one, that would
be it. The consequent warping of space, as you know, causes a time
shift.


Undoubtedly it was a wise and clever thing, but early Voltar
engineers moved a very small nuclear black hole into the mountain behind Palace
City as a power source and defense mechanism. This is fine: it gives Palace
City an unlimited supply of thermonuclear energy to run its vast complex of
machines and devices. For defense, the usefulness cannot be overstated:
space-time distortion takes the whole of Palace City thirteen minutes into the
future and any invader would find no target, nothing whatever to shoot at.


All this may make things very defense-safe but even a small black
hole, when it finally expends, can blow up with a violence that levels
mountains. They say it takes them a billion years or more before they go “bang”
and that the one at Palace City is perfectly safe and has a long time to run
yet. But how do they know how old it already was when they installed it? And if
it’s so safe, why did they build Palace City so far away from centers of
population? I don’t know how the Emperor stands it, frankly. They say, “The
head that wears a crown has nightmares,” and living that close to even a small
black hole would not just give me nightmares, I wouldn’t be able to sleep at
all.


The time shift, I find, is not just hard on your watch.
Personally, I get a bad feeling in my bones every time I’m around a time shift.


This morning, I was already feeling awful, nervous about what
might come out in the meeting. And it wasn’t helped any by a near collision at
the time barrier as we went in. I’d heard accidents had happened with outgoing
traffic, suddenly shifted down in time, hitting head-on with incoming flight
traffic moving up in time at the entrances. And this morning—it was still dark
on our side—a big Imperial delivery ship, probably going out to markets,
abruptly materialized dead ahead and Endow’s pilot, almost as senile as Endow,
reacted late and we got hit with air-wash—a near thing.


So when we finally got landed in the circular air-park, I was so
shaky I could hardly make it up the spiral staircases to the Grand Council
hall. I am telling you this because there were some things I may have missed in
the meeting.


I was half blinded by the flashing light on helmets and ceremonial
axes, gold and jeweled tablecloths, diamond-studded banners and moving colored
lights of the huge circular Council room, and the reflective clothing of the
Lords of State and their retinues didn’t help. A splendid portrait of Cling the
Lofty and his two sons, now dead, glared down.


The circular conference table was over a hundred feet in diameter,
split at the head of the room where, on a high dais, the Viceregal Chairman of
the Crown sat. Over thirty Lords of Divisions were already seated at their
places, attendants strung out behind them. Endow pottered up to his position
and sat down. His nurse stood to his right, Lombar sat on a stool just behind
him to his left, where he could get to the old Lord’s ear, and I stood back of
them with a couple of clerks. We of the Exterior Division were not too well
turned out as a group and I felt shabby, confronted with all that imposing
hall.


Trumpets blasted out a fanfare and almost caved my ears in. The
Viceregal Chairman of the Crown lifted a jeweled finger and cymbals crashed and
made my ears hurt worse. The bimonthly meeting of the Grand Council was in progress.


I was sick in more ways than one. I half expected his opening
words would be “Secondary Executive Soltan Gris is dismissed as Section Chief
of 451 and is ordered held for trial on the charge of kidnapping a Royal
officer, Jettero Heller to wit . . .” But what the Crown really took up was a
tax revolt on the planet Kyle.


They doddered around about the tax revolt and finally ordered the
Lord of the Interior and the Royal Army to repress it and double Kyle’s taxes—a
very welcome order to them as it meant they could fatten their pockets
enormously.


Then there was a squabble about the invasion of some system called
Cliteus which was threatening to fall behind schedule. The Division of
Propaganda and the Division of Diplomacy were blaming each other for noncooperation
in arranging peace terms but they wound up united under an accusation from the
Division of the Army which was impatient to withdraw its frontline combat
troops and then the whole thing got settled when they extracted a promise from
the Division of the Army to stop their looting long enough to permit peace
treaties to be signed.


The Crown then wanted a report from the Division of Domestic
Police concerning their progress in locating one Prince Mortiiy, rumored to be
fomenting a revolt against Cling the Lofty in the Calabar System of the
Confederacy. And the Division of Domestic Police gave a long-winded background
of said Prince Mortiiy which traced his defection to the Division of Education
having chosen the wrong tutors and concluded with a report of the arrest, trial
and execution of these tutors. Sick as I was, I still noted that the Division
of Domestic Police had not said one word about actually doing anything about
Royal Prince Mortiiy and the revolt on Calabar: but the Crown simply tabled the
matter for the next meeting. The Apparatus, being composed of criminals, holds
the Division of Domestic Police in considerable contempt: it didn’t surprise me
that the “bluebottles,” as we called them, couldn’t even run down said Prince
Mortiiy in a system where he would stand out like a searchlight. Apparently the
Crown didn’t think much of them either. That’s why the Apparatus got so many
“extra jobs” to do.


Then they got going on a budget discrepancy and there were loud
arguments from half a dozen Lords of Divisions who felt they weren’t getting
everything entitled to them.


So far, Lombar Hisst had just sat at Endow’s ear, doing and saying
nothing. The Crown had finished with the budget and now picked up a large,
official-looking report from the mound in front of him. Lombar whispered
something to Endow and gave him a nudge in the back. This was it.




PART ONE


Chapter 7


Lords of the Realm,” said the Crown in a sonorous voice, “we have
before us now a very grave matter. It could disarrange and cause us to change
our entire Invasion Timetable and revise all our planning for the next
century.”


There was an instant hush. All the muttering and murmuring that
had gone on throughout the other measures was replaced by a sort of stunned
silence.


The Viceregal Chairman paused. He had small black eyes set in a
sunken face. Those eyes stabbed around the great circular table. He had their
attention. Oh, my, yes, he did!


“I know,” he said, “that this has never happened before in all the
long and victorious history of Voltar.” He flicked the report with the back of
his hand. “But it has happened. We must take decision on this matter today.”


“The Crown, if you please!” It was the Lord of the Army Division.
“This is very unusual. The Timetable bequeathed us by our ancestors has
heretofore been considered inviolate and has the status of Divine Command. In
all respect to the Crown, does His Majesty know that the Grand Council is to
take this up?”


The Viceregal Chairman of the Crown glared at him. “Not only is
His Majesty aware of it but His Majesty—long live Cling the Lofty—personally
ordered that we do so.”


I saw Lombar Hisst shudder. That was about the worst news he had
had yet. He lurched forward and whispered in Endow’s ear.


“The Crown, if you please,” quavered Endow. “Surely there is
misinformation here. It is a grave step to alter the Invasion Timetable. It
would disrupt every Division.”


“I am afraid,” said the Crown, “that the information appears to be
accurate. Captain Roke, if you please.”


The King’s Own Astrographer, Captain Tars Roke, came from the
curtains behind the dais and stood beside the Crown. He was a very tall,
imposing figure, darkly uniformed, scientifically dispassionate. The Crown
handed him not only the report but a thick pack of papers and charts with it.


Captain Roke looked over the assemblage. “Your Lordships, under
the instructions of His Majesty, I am to brief you concerning this situation.
With your permission?”


The Lords shifted about, appearing very concerned. Cries of “Yes”
and “Please do” echoed in the hall. I could see Lombar Hisst’s hands, clenching
and unclenching in barely restrained fury.


“About four months ago,” said Captain Roke, “the Lord of the
Exchequer was working with his Bureau of Resources, Allocations and Plannings.
They were correcting forward financial estimates for the coming century—which I
must call to your attention will begin for us in another sixteen days—and he
found he had inadequate information concerning one of our numerous future
targets.


“His Lordship called on the Lord of the Fleet, requesting an
update. This particular target is known as Blito-P3—the local
inhabitants call it Earth. It is a humanoid planet, not too unlike our
own Planet Manco and Planet Flisten, though a bit smaller. It lies on our
invasion route into this galaxy and will be needed as a supply base. I should
add that it isn’t even our next target but I assure you it will be vital to
shorten supply lines and would be a key point in a future defense perimeter.


“The Lord of the Fleet found, to everyone’s astonishment, that the
Fleet Astrographic Branch did not possess an official update.


“About forty years ago, a report had been filed that Blito-P3 had
been exploding thermonuclear devices. These were quite primitive and not very
alarming at that time. But there was no assurance that the people there would
not develop more powerful devices. I need not tell you that if they engaged in
an internal thermonuclear war, employing advanced devices, they could devour
their oxygen or cause other mischief which would make the planet useless to us.


“There was, of course, an immediate investigation.”


I shivered. I saw Lombar’s knuckles turn white.


Captain Roke went on. “It was found that a custom had arisen of
sending cadets to Blito-P3 to do surveys and that sort of thing. That system is
a fairly easy flight from here and good practice. In fact, there is nothing
wrong with that. But cadets are cadets. They seemed to have been deterred by
Space Code Article a-36-544 M Section B—which prohibits landing and alerting
the population as you know—and their surveys were diffident. They showed no
reliable, expected picture of the scene. Their reports were fragmentary and
unconvincing.”


I was really shaking then. Those reports for the last two years
had been coming through my hands and had been deleted and altered! I felt like
that whole vast hall was going to cave in on me! I had visions of all those
Lords rising up and rushing at me, screaming accusations. But I will be
truthful: when Lombar Hisst had first ordered it, I had not been aware that an
expert could tell the reports did not make a consistent story, that the graphs
would look jumpy and unconvincing. I hadn’t even thought it was important to
anyone.


But Captain Roke was going on. “So the Lord of the Fleet simply
came to me and we ordered a routine survey by a competent combat engineer.”


Ah! No wonder we had not been able to find the original! It had
been ordered by the Crown and would have come straight to Palace City—and even
Lombar Hisst couldn’t get into that!


The King’s Own Astrographer tapped the top sheet of the report.
“The survey was accordingly made. And I greatly fear our worst fears were
realized.” He paused for emphasis, looking gravely around the vast board. “The
present inhabitants are wrecking the planet! Even if they don’t blow it up
first, they will have rendered it useless and uninhabitable long before
the invasion called for on our Timetable!”


A startled shock had gone around the whole vast table.


Lombar Hisst was gouging Endow’s back urgently, giving him his
cue.


“Captain . . . er . . . Captain,” quavered Endow, trying his best
to sound bold, “can we . . . ah . . . be sure that these conclusions are not
those of some subordinate? Such an alarmist conclusion . . .”


“Lord Endow,” said Captain Roke, “the combat engineer made no
recommendations at all. He simply took measurements, samples and photographs.”
With a flick of his wrist, for all the world like a street magician, he snapped
a chart that rolled out from the dais, across it and onto the floor, fifteen feet
of tabulated observations. And then his voice bounced around the hall. “It was
I who did the summary: it was I who made the conclusion! And every Fleet
astrographer and geophysicist consulted concurred with it absolutely!”


Endow got another jab in the back and tried again. “And . . . er .
. . oof . . . Could we inquire what there is in those observations that led
experts to that opinion?”


“You may,” said Captain Roke. He snapped the roll back to him like
another magician’s trick but there was only hard scientific certainty in his
voice tones. As he looked at the top lines, he said, “Compared to the last
reliable observations taken a third of a century ago, the oxygen in the oceans
there has depleted fourteen percent. This means a destruction of the hydrographic
biosphere.”


“I beg pardon?” said some Lord at the huge table.


Captain Roke abruptly realized he was not talking to a totally
informed audience. “Hydrographic biosphere is that part of the planet’s life
band that lives in the oceans. Samples show pollution, possibly oil spills from
these figures of increased petroleum molecules in ocean . . .”


“Petroleum?” called someone.


“The oil that forms when cataclysms bury living matter: under
pressure, the remains become a source of carbon fuel. They pump it to the
surface and burn it.”


Lords and aides were looking at one another in consternation.
Someone called, “You mean it’s a fire culture? I thought you said it was
thermonuclear.”


“Please let me get on,” said Captain Roke. He rattled the chart.
“The industrial waste in the atmosphere measures now in excess of a trillion
tons, well beyond the capacity of dead and living things now extant there to
reabsorb.”


“A thermonuclear fire culture,” puzzled someone at the back of the
hall.


Captain Roke plowed on. “The upper atmosphere hydrocarbon
imbalance is critical and worsening. The sulfur content has grown excessive.
The heat from their star is becoming progressively more trapped by the
contaminated atmosphere. Their magnetic poles are wandering.” He sensed his audience
was impatient for him to get on with it. He laid aside the chart.


“What it means,” said Captain Roke, putting his hands on the dais
table and leaning toward them, “is a double threat to that planet. One: they
are burning up their atmosphere oxygen at a rate that will cease to support
life long before the planned date of our Invasion Timetable. Two: the planet
has glacial polar caps and the increase of surface temperature, combined with
wandering polar caps, could melt these and cover the bulk of their continental
areas with water, making the planet almost useless.”


I felt even sicker. This was going to recoil on Section
451—me—like a firebomb.


I knew this meant the end, not only of myself but Endow, Lombar
and the whole Apparatus.


I, too, felt like cursing Jettero Heller! This was the absolute
end of everything we had planned—I mean that Lombar had planned. I could see no
way out. None!




PART ONE


Chapter 8


When the full purport of what Captain Roke had concluded had been
clarified for the Lords by their aides behind them, and when everyone in that
vast, glittering hall fully understood that Roke was actually telling them that
the whole Invasion Timetable was suddenly threatened, consternation rose up
like a growing storm.


Lombar jabbed Endow ferociously in the back and the old Lord took
a deep breath so he could yell loud enough to be heard above the babble. “Would
the captain tell us if the combat engineer reported anything else?” Endow
slumped back, exhausted with the effort and his nurse dabbed at his mouth with
a cloth.


As this might be important, there was a dying down of the tumult.
Roke looked at his reports, rattled some papers. Without looking up, he said,
“Because he was, after all, a combat engineer, there are a couple of items he
added on his own.”


I could actually feel Lombar Hisst tense up. I, too, stopped
breathing.


“The first one,” said Roke, “is a fast survey of the planet’s
detection equipment.” He looked closer at the report. “They are said to have
electronic detection equipment for flying objects . . . Here’s the wavelengths
and estimated ranges of it. They have a satellite communications system . . .
Here’s the satellite count, range and extent with estimated traffic volumes.”
Roke turned a page. He smiled slightly. “The combat engineer said that when the
signals were unscrambled, most of that traffic turned out to be home
entertainment. There is no defense network to detect approaches from outer
space and it is all easily avoided.”


Lombar jabbed Endow and the old Lord said, “And the other item?”


Roke turned another page. “He said it seemed like a nice planet.
And that it was a shame they weren’t taking care of it.”


“And that’s all?” said Endow in response to a nudge from behind.


Roke glanced through the report again and then looked up. “Yes,
that’s all. Nothing else.”


I could feel the tension ooze out of Lombar. He sat back. He
almost laughed. This was what he had been waiting to hear. This was the turning
point for him. He got brisk and whispered in Endow’s ear.


Endow said, “The Crown, if you please. This conclusion the Royal
Astrographer seems to have reached, without submitting the data first to
authoritative Divisions, is very grave and very alarming. It threatens the
schedules, budgets, allocations, construction projects, training programs and
even the administration sections of every Division here!”


Lombar was proud of him. He even patted him on the back.


The effect was immediate. Every Division around that table went
into instant turmoil. It was true: change the invasion schedule and you changed
the activities and priorities of thousands of sections in a government as vast
and ponderous as Voltar’s. To them it meant double, triple work. It meant
endless conferences, huge stacks of revised plans, working late for weeks and
confusion, confusion, confusion. You didn’t do things in a minute. It took
time!


Captain Roke was through and withdrew. The Crown took over and
cymbals clanged for quiet.


“Opinions,” said the Crown, “are requested on the feasibility of
making an immediate and preemptive strike on Blito-P3.”


The Lord of the Army Division said, “We have no available
reserves. The entire matter would have to be handled by Fleet and its Marines.”


The Lord of the Fleet said, “We have not replaced the ship losses
suffered in the Cliteus campaign. We would have to withdraw from the Hombivinin
War and sacrifice many gains made there. The Fleet Marines are already below
recruiting quota by thirty-nine million. We must retain Marine reserves because
of the weakness of the Domestic Police in handling the Prince Mortiiy revolt in
the Calabar System.” An aide leaned forward and whispered to him. “And,” he
added, “Tactical Command informs me that if the planetary forces of Blito-P3
have thermonuclear arms, they could panic at a space invasion threat and blow
the remaining oxygen cover off their planet. This would worsen, not better your
problem.”


I could almost hear Lombar purr.


The Diplomatic Division was called upon by the Crown. The Lord of
the Diplomats said, “I could suggest a peace mission. The planet could be
offered technical assistance in handling its planet preservation problems and
then when the proper invasion date arrived we could go ahead and execute on
schedule.”


There were cries of “No” and “Never!” from various parts of the
table and the Crown had to call for cymbals. Even that didn’t quiet them.


“That’s what began the cost overrun of the Hombivinin War!”
shouted the Lord of the Profit Division.


“The Hombivinins panicked and evacuated their cities,” seconded
the Division of Propaganda, very cross. “You keep your peace missions out of
this!” A couple of other Lords said, “Peace missions!” in scathing contempt.


The Crown had to set the cymbals going again just to be heard. “I
would like to inform Your Lordships that His Majesty does require that
you furnish a solution and in this meeting!”


That not-at-all-veiled threat brought silence.


Lombar eagerly punched Endow. “Now!” he whispered. “Now!”


“May it please the Crown,” began Endow. “Although the resources of
the Exterior Division are extremely overstrained, this matter could be properly
placed in its capable hands.”


The large hall was listening. I couldn’t believe it. Somehow
Lombar was going to pull this whole mess out of the mud!


“Without alarming or alerting Blito-P3,” continued the well-coached
Endow, “it is possible to infiltrate an agent into that population. This agent,
carefully and competently handled by us, could ‘leak’ technical data into the
normal channels of the planet. Data which would restrain their planetary
pollution without improving their defense.”


He certainly had the attention of every glittering luminary in
that hall. The Crown nodded encouragingly.


Enormously emboldened, beautifully coached and secretly patted by
an expansive Lombar Hisst, Endow plowed on. “There are simple solutions to the
difficulties the planet is encountering. Planetary destruction could be
arrested or retarded until the proper invasion date arrived.”


There was an audible sigh of relief from the Lord of the Fleet and
a “Go on, go on,” from the Lord of the Army Division.


Lombar touched Endow’s back. It was the signal for a change of
tactic. Well timed. Endow suddenly became coy. “Of course, such a plan requires
several years to execute. The agent would have to establish himself as one of them;
he would have to be extremely careful. So it will take time and the Exterior
Division would not want to be harassed every month by demanded reports when it
was actually succeeding on a long-term project.”


“Sounds good,” muttered several Lords.


“It would require special appropriations,” said Endow.
“Insignificant amounts compared to a disastrous emergency campaign.”


“How much?” demanded the Lord of the Profit Division.


Lombar whispered. Endow spoke. “Two or three million credits.”


That, as much as anything, clinched it. It was such a paltry sum
to them that it absolved Endow from trying to act just for the sake of personal
graft. In their positions, given a chance like that, they would have invented
anything and named a colossal sum. There would be little or nothing for Endow.
The plan must, therefore, be totally valid.


“Well, well,” said the Crown. “Your Lordships, do you approve this
plan?”


There were no dissents.


“Very well,” said the Crown. “I instruct the clerks to draw up the
authority to entrust this matter to the discretion of the Exterior Division,
time limits unspecified, three million credits allocated subject to
readjustment. And I can report to His Majesty that a plan has been arrived at,
agreed upon and is in motion.”


A whistle of relief was heard throughout the hall.


We had done it!


My Gods, Lombar had pulled it out of the fire!


I honestly don’t remember the rest of that Council meeting. I
couldn’t believe my head was back on my shoulders. I couldn’t believe the
Apparatus timetable was still intact. I couldn’t believe Lombar’s ambitions
could now flower unimpeded. I was in a euphoric daze.


I didn’t at all anticipate, when we left that glittering hall,
that within twenty-four hours I would be in a pit of blackest despair.





			

		

	
		
			
							PART TWO


							Chapter 1


The following morning, I stood in the anteroom outside Lombar’s
fortress office in Spiteos, waiting for permission to enter. From the window of
the crumbling tower, I could look far across the Great Desert to the green
mountains at the back of Government City—two hundred miles of barren expanse,
impossible to cross on foot.


Under a nearby hill, the Apparatus training camp sprawled, an ugly
collection of ramshackle huts. “Camp Endurance” they called it in the
directories: “Camp Kill” was what it was known by locally. It was supposed to
give privation training to recruits, but actually it existed to excuse the
sometimes heavy traffic to Spiteos and to serve as a reserve guard. The real
complement of it was wholly made up of Apparatus guard thugs and the only
recruits that ever got there were creatures not even the Apparatus could
use—and they never left alive.


The towering, black basalt walls of Spiteos were supposed to have
been erected by some long-gone race that had inhabited the planet a hundred and
fifty thousand years ago, a race that could only work stone and had perished in
a single breath of guns in the first wave of the Voltar invasion.


The myth that the castle itself was still too radioactive to be
used was continued by cunningly installed detector reply screens: when planetary
surveillance beams hit them, they absorbed the incoming energy and sent back
the wavelengths of radiation contamination.


There was no radiation. The wavelengths Spiteos really had came
from the suffering depths below me where, a mile into the ground, packed in
foul cages, thousands of political prisoners were moaning out the last of their
lives. The definition of “political prisoner” was “someone who might get in the
road of Apparatus plans.” Some clerks had a joke definition: “Anybody Lombar
Hisst doesn’t like,” but they only whispered it to closest friends and even
that was unwise. I had once asked Lombar, when he was drunk, why he didn’t just
kill them and have done with it and he had replied with a knowing wink, “One
never knows when they might come in handy—and besides, relatives have been
known to cooperate.” You could almost feel them through the rock.


It was hot.


A buzzer sawed through the air and a clerk jerked his head for me
to go in.


Lombar’s Spiteos office was at the top of some worn steps. It was
the whole upper part of a rampart, carefully masked from the air. Gold
coverings sagged on the walls, ancient battle scenes of incalculable value.
Silver urns stood about. The furniture had been looted from a Royal tomb. Every
single object in the vast room was factually beyond price, looted and extorted
during Lombar’s decades as head of the Apparatus. But somehow he had arranged
them and used them in such a way that they seemed shabby. It was a “gift”
Lombar had.


One whole wall was covered by a mirror and I was a little
embarrassed now to see Lombar preening himself in front of it. He had had a
gold cape made, emblazoned with Royal arms, and he wore it now, turning this
way and that, looking at himself in the mirror. He finished and took it off,
folding the fabric very carefully. He laid the cape away in a silver chest and
spun the lock. As Your Lordship knows, it is the death penalty for a commoner
to don a Royal cape.


“Sit down, sit down,” said Lombar, waving to a chair. He was
smiling and relaxed.


I had been feeling pretty good. Suddenly I was
terrified!


The stinger lay neglected on a bench. He was being courteous, even
jovial.


What did he want?


“Have a chank-pop,” he said, and extended a gold box of them
toward me.


I could feel my heart almost stop beating. My legs wouldn’t hold
me up and I sagged into the chair.


He shoved the box at me urgently and I managed to reach out and
take a chank-pop and somehow get the top off. The lovely scent made a gentle
explosion on my face, cooling it, waking me up.


Lombar settled on a broad, soft bench, still smiling. “Soltan,” he
began—and my terror soared; he had never before used my name and never, never
would a superior use one’s familiar name. I knew something awful lay in the
instant future!


“Soltan,” repeated Lombar in a fond tone of voice, “I have good
news for you. A sort of a celebration present after our great win yesterday.”


I couldn’t breathe. I knew it was coming.


“As of this morning,” said Lombar, “you are relieved from post as
Section Chief of 451.”


My Gods, I knew it. His next words would condemn me to the
cells—after torture!


My face must have gone very white for he became all the more
jovial. “No, no, no,” he laughed. “Don’t be afraid, Soltan. I have something
much more interesting for you. And if you carry it out well, why, who knows,
you might become Chief Executive of the Apparatus. Even Lord of the Exterior.”


Ah, yes. I was very, very right. I was in trouble!
Desperation made me find my voice. “After . . . after my slip-up?”


“Why, Soltan,” said Lombar, “you couldn’t have helped that.
Heller’s report went on entirely different channels, completely out of your
hands, utterly beyond your possible reach.”


He
was right. With no copies made, I was never alerted and able to call upon the
Shadow Section to help me retrieve the original report and replace it with my
altered version. But that wasn’t going to save me now!


He got off the bench and I thought he was going over for his
stinger or maybe, worse, to push the buzzer for an arrest guard. But he just
looked himself over in the mirror. “We needed that accident,” he said, “to sort
of jolt things together. The Grand Council has given us an order and we are
going to fulfill it.”


Lombar wandered back and patted me on the shoulder. I couldn’t
help flinching, it was so automatic. “Soltan, I am appointing you the handler
of the special agent we are going to put on Blito-P3.”


Now I understood. A handler runs an agent in the field, guides
him, tells him what to do. Day by day, even hour by hour, a handler is responsible
for everything that agent does. If anything goes wrong, the handler is
routinely executed.


But a condemned man, especially a condemned man, tries to fight
for his life. “But . . . but they only allocated three million credits to the
whole project. One ship crash would wipe that out. . . .”


“Pish, pish,” said Lombar. “Endow can run a three-million-credit
allocation up to hundreds of millions. A little overrun here, a bit of teasing
good news there, a threat somewhere else and any allocation can become a
staggering fortune. No, you won’t have any money troubles. None at all. Why, it
would cost them trillions to stage a premature, off-schedule invasion. And one
that would fail.”


He wandered over to the mirror again. “I thought I was very
clever, really. I anticipated the report. I pulled a vast potential allocation
within reach. I have a means now of covering ten times the space traffic to
Earth and no questions asked, no more dodging the detection screen here.
Marvelous. All I have to tell them is that we’re staying in communication with
the special agent—and you, of course.”


“You mean I’m going to Earth?” I said idiotically. That was
obvious. You can’t handle such an agent from Voltar. I was rattled. I had even
overlooked the obvious demand for applause. “I was stunned by your clever
recovery,” I said lamely. “I couldn’t believe our luck in getting out of it. It
was all due to you.”


That made him smile again. For a moment he had started to frown.
So I got bold enough to say something else. “We . . . uh . . . we don’t have
any agents of that caliber.”


“Oh, we have a few agents on Earth. You know that. I was thinking
of giving you two of them—Raht and Terb—to help out. They’re a couple of
the finest killers I have ever seen! Now how’s that? Feel better?”


I could see that execution order for a failed mission as plain as
though I held it in my hand. Might as well make my fight now. “Chief Executive,
neither one of them knows geophysics from soup. And I . . . well, I almost
failed those courses at the Academy.”


Lombar laughed. Very pleasantly. He was amused. This was certainly
a different Lombar than I had ever known. “But you did take those courses. You
know the big words. Soltan, you just have to get used to the idea that I am
really your best friend.”


Now I was for it. There was more. I knew there was more.


He extended the gold box to me again. “Have another chank-pop.”


I could barely get the top off. But it was a good thing I did or
what he said next would have otherwise made me faint.


“Have no qualms about the special agent. I have already decided
upon him.” He looked to see if he had my full attention. “His name is Jettero
Heller!”


There was a long, long silence in the room while I strove to get
my wits around it. For seconds I thought I was having delusions, hearing wrong
names. But Lombar just stood there smiling.


“He’s the ideal choice,” said Lombar when I didn’t comment. “The
Grand Council will believe reports signed by him. I’m told he is very
competent, in a stupid sort of way. He has no training as a spy. He knows
nothing of how the Apparatus is organized or works. You and he are both Academy
graduates and potential friends—you talk his language.”


I got my wits working again. “But Jettero Heller is a bright
engineer. He’s been to a ton of postgraduate schools. He’s way above my level.
I’m all confused. If he has no spy training, if he knows nothing of the
Apparatus . . .”


“Have another chank-pop,” said Lombar, extending the box. And as I
nervously took it, I knew there was more to the news.


“Ready?” said Lombar.


I stared at him fixedly.


“Mission Earth,” said Lombar, “must be designed and run to
fail.”


I was beginning to get it.


“The last thing we want,” said Lombar, “is an Earth invaded by and
conquered by the present Voltarian government. We have our own plans of
conquest for that planet. You know that and I know that. Ours will take place a
long time before the official invasion. We are not the least bit interested in
Blito-P3 having clean air. There are lots of planets. Blito-P3 has other uses
and those uses will be made of it long before any oceans flood. For that
matter, who the Devils cares about air?”


I was getting it now. I also got that Lombar, coming from
Staphotten, a planet which has a low oxygen level, cared little about air
anyway.


Lombar laughed at my dawning comprehension. It must have been very
obvious. “You see, you don’t give me credit for being as bright as I am.”


Cunning was the word for it, I thought. But I am ashamed to say
that I replied, “Oh, yes I do.”


“Oh, no, you don’t,” said Lombar. “Jettero Heller must be set up
to fall flat and the sooner the better. With Raht and Terb to assist and you to
run it, that will be very easy to do.”


I didn’t quite like the compliment. He noticed it.


“You’re going to have to be very clever,” said Lombar, a little
urgently. “Jettero Heller, (bleep) his looks and skill, will not be an easy
person to fool. But you are going to make sure that he fails utterly,
absolutely and quietly.


“His first reports,” continued Lombar, “will be his actual
reports. By that time, we will have his style. Then all you have to do is keep
him from progressing or getting into mischief and we will send in ‘Jettero
Heller reports’ to our heart’s content, all forged.”


One cloud remained. “He won’t take our kidnapping of him lightly,”
I said. “He may refuse to cooperate.”


“I’ll admit the kidnapping looked like a mistake but really, it
fits beautifully.” He was getting into his tunic.


He went to the door and beckoned. “Come along and watch a master
handle things.”


So I followed to begin MISSION EARTH, the mission that was carefully planned to fail.


I
felt horrible. 




PART TWO


Chapter 2


Descending into the bowels of Spiteos was, to some, like taking a
trip to the infernal regions that some religions promise to the (bleeped).


But I had always regarded it on a par with entering a monstrous
den of wild animals. So I lagged behind Lombar long enough to draw a blastick
from the armory. The guards are themselves criminals; I was dressed in the
common gray uniform of the General Services, without rank badges; I had no
status in this place: one could not only be attacked by desperate inmates, one
could also be struck down and robbed by guards.


We plummeted down the tubes, the noisome stench of the place
already gagging me. We exited at negative level 501. The smell was awful: they
sometimes do not dispose of the remains of prisoners who have died, leaving
them in the cell until it is needed for someone else—or just pitching the
newcomer in with them.


A long hall with moldy wire walls stretched out before us. Behind
the highly charged mesh, a few sunken eyes peered at us. In the higher levels
there were the secret laboratories of the Apparatus, but here, in some of the
cages, were evidences of scientific work: deformed, distorted shapes of abandoned
experiments, still alive, hideous, forgotten.


Lombar, black-garbed in the uniform of a general, strode along,
twitching his stinger, looking neither to right nor left, deaf to the moans and
pleas which marked our passage.


We turned a corner and came into a small room, dimly lit with a
green light-plate. At the far end of it was an even stronger cage, not tall
enough to stand in. Lombar threw a switch and the door swung open.


Jettero Heller was stretched at length upon a cold stone ledge. In
the dim light I could see that he still wore the once-white sport pants but
someone had taken his sweater and shoes. The stab wound of the paralysis dagger
had not been tended and dried blood caked his shoulder. His wrists were bound
together with a pair of electric cuffs, the kind that continually sting. There
were no eating dishes about so he probably had not been fed—and how long had he
been here? Four days?


My Gods, I thought, how could one ever expect him to forgive such
treatment?


One would have expected him to look degraded. But not so. He was
simply lying calmly on the stone ledge, very relaxed and composed.


“Well, well,” said Jettero Heller calmly. “The drunks arrive at
last.” It was the Fleet’s contemptuous name for the Apparatus: our insignia was
supposed to be a club, a fat paddle with a handle upside down. But the Fleet
chooses to believe it is a bottle. Therefore, they call us “drunks,” and this
infuriates the Apparatus.


Lombar ordinarily would have struck out with an insult. And I did
see his eyes flash for a brief instant. But Lombar had other things to do. He
stood at the bottom of the ledge, bent over. He managed a cheerful smile.


“So far, so good,” said Lombar.


Heller just lay there, looking at him coldly.


“This has been,” said Lombar, “the beginning of a test.”


Heller said nothing. He just looked at Lombar. It made one very
uncomfortable. Too calm.


“It is necessary to see if you are up to passing standards,” said
Lombar, smiling. “You may find it uncomfortable, but we find it vital to
pretest candidates for important jobs.”


The gall of him, I thought. But it was a clever approach.


“Now, Soltan here,” said Lombar, with a gesture toward me, “is
going to complete the tests and we will know if you have the qualifications.”


With that, he had the nerve to actually pat Heller on the ankle.
For an instant, having seen Heller use his feet, I thought it might be a
foolhardy thing to do. And then I saw that the ankles were electric cuffed to
the stone.


With a reassuring smile, Lombar left the cage. He beckoned to me
and, when we were out of earshot, said, “The rest is up to you. Invent
something mild, tell him he passed and then give him this.”


Lombar took from his pocket an official copy of the Grand Council
order that authorized Mission Earth. He handed it to me. The place smelled
horrible, the light was ghastly; the realization that he was dumping this on me
and more, leaving me alone with Heller in the depths of Spiteos, made me feel
very ill.


The Chief Executive of the Apparatus now began to revert to type.
He didn’t seize my lapels or hit me with the stinger. But he put his face very
close to mine and his voice was deadly. “Do not arouse his suspicions! Do not
let him escape!”


Oh, fine! Two contrary orders in one breath! The real order would
be to somehow accomplish the impossible and get Heller’s cooperation. But
Lombar was gone.


I went back into the cage. My Gods, the place stank. I tried to
smile as I knelt beside the ledge. Heller was just looking at me calmly, too
calmly.


“First,” I said, “could you tell me how you spotted that the
orderly was a fake?”


He didn’t answer. He just coolly looked at me. He must have been
half dead from hunger and thirst. The electric cuffs on his wrists and ankles
must have been very painful.


“Come, come,” I said, feeling like an idiot schoolmaster, “it is
to your advantage to answer my questions. Then we will see if you have passed
and things can be much more comfortable.”


For a while he just continued to look at me. Then, with his words
a trifle thick from the swelling of the tongue that goes along with thirst, he
said, “From your accent, you’re an Academy officer, aren’t you?” He shook his
head a little. “What sad route brought you to the drunks?”


An unaccountable surge of rage hit me. Who was the prisoner
here? Or wait, was he trying to forge and exploit a bond? Was he being arrogant
and disdainful like Fleet officers do in the face of defeat?


My hand gripped the blastick hard enough to crush it. How dare he
pity me?


My wits had been dispersed in all directions. This fellow was dangerous
even to talk to. I carefully calmed myself. Indeed, who was the prisoner
here? I looked at him very carefully and what I finally saw amazed me. He
really wasn’t thinking about himself. He wasn’t thinking about the pain of
electric cuffs or hunger or thirst. He actually felt sad that another being
could fall as low as I. His question had nothing to do with himself at all!
Only me.


I could have talked about myself. I could have said, “Sometimes
one follows the wrong chart.” I could have laid it all out for him and come to
an honest understanding. How different it all might have been had I done so.


But there was Lombar like a black cloud in my sky. I wasn’t
courageous enough to be honest. In that moment I sealed the doom of an awful
lot of people. A complete coward, I put a false smile on it. I repeated, “Come,
come. Just tell me about the orderly.”


He was silent for a bit. Then he said, “Why should I? You’ll just
improve your techniques on the next kidnapping.” 


“No, no,” I said. “This is just a test of perceptions and
reactions. Purely scholastic.”


He shrugged. “When I came out the door and caught a whiff of him,
I knew he was no Fleet orderly. In the close confines of a spaceship, a crew
has been known to kill someone who never bathes or who uses scented powder.
There are no smelly Fleet orderlies.”


I had gotten out a notebook and was making silly notes to add to
the illusion. “Very good. Keen sense of smell. Anything else?”


He looked at me, faintly amused. “His belt was upside down, he had
his spats on backwards and there was the bulge of a forbidden knife at the back
of his neck.”


“Ah, excellent,” I said, pretending to write. And indeed it was
excellent. I hadn’t seen the knife bulge.


“But,” said Jettero, “I flunked smelling the ozone that always
comes from an electric whip even out of use and I did not hear your boss close
the door behind me. So I flunk. I am not the fellow for your job.”


“No, no, no,” I said hastily. “That’s for me to judge. Now let’s
get on with this. Why did you let that other player win?” I really wanted to
know. It had puzzled me ever since I had seen it.


He looked at me as though wondering what sort of a monster I was.
He didn’t answer, so I said, “Why did you throw the game away?”


In a very patient voice, the way one explains something to a
child, he said, “His sweetheart was in the stands. She had come clear from his
home planet to watch him play. If he had lost, it would have shamed him in
front of her.”


“Oh, wait,” I said. “You tossed him some balls. You were mocking
him. That was far worse than just defeating him.”


“That is true,” said Heller. “So I had no choice except to
distract attention from him by stepping outside my ring and losing the game. If
you were watching, you saw it work. He kept his pride and was not shamed.”


I was astonished. I felt upset. Anyone in the Apparatus could tell
you that it is utterly fatal not to win every time and in every place.
Compassion is a fatal word! The dirtier one played, the better. And always to
win, no matter what the cost to anyone.


This fellow would never make a spy. Never! Lords help him! And
lords help me as his handler!


“Great!” I cried, feeling as false as a prostitute. “You’ve passed
with all tubes blasting! You’re the very fellow for the job!”




PART TWO


Chapter 3


The light of the wire cage was bad, the stink was overpowering. I
produced the copy of the order and with a flourish of fluttering seals, held it
in front of his face.


“The Grand Council, no less,” I said. “One of the most important
missions of the year! And as you can see, it has been entrusted to the Exterior
Division with complete autonomy and discretion.” I made the paper snap
importantly.


As he made no response, I summoned up the brightest voice I could
in that horrible place and said, “We had to have the best in Voltar and
we have chosen you!”


If this quickened any ambition in him, it was not detectable.


“I think,” he said, “that you had better get me my watch.”


I had no idea why a watch had anything to do with it. I had to get
a guard anyway to get the electric cuffs off. So I went to a wall installation
and hit the buzzer.


After a while, a wrinkled cripple showed up and looked at me
uncertainly. “Remove the electric cuffs from this prisoner,” I ordered. “And
bring some food and water. Also, bring back his possessions.”


Muttering that he had to get the circuit combinations, the sorry
excuse for a guard limped off.


We waited and after a while the wreck came back with a metal card,
a water jug and some filthy-looking meal in a rusty can. I stood back, alert,
while the cripple fumbled around with the card and finally removed the wrist
and ankle cuffs. He put the food and water down on the filthy floor and limped
off.


“Wait,” I said. “Where are the prisoner’s possessions?”


The guard just drew further off, saying in an annoyed whine, “I’m
off duty now. You’ll have to buzz for the next guard.”


Heller was sitting up. He was cautiously sipping at the water jug,
not taking too much, letting the swelling of his tongue go down. I buzzed
again, cross that the first guard wouldn’t even tell the next one the message.


After a lapse of half an hour or more and several buzzes sent, a
huge, overbearing Calabarian came into the room. “What’s all the row here?” he
demanded angrily. “Buzz, buzz, buzz! Nobody can rest!”


I had backed up, blastick ready. This fellow weighed at least
three hundred pounds and his naked torso was a mass of knife scars. He had a
face from a nightmare.


“Get this prisoner’s possessions. A sweater, a pair of shoes and a
watch.” I turned to Heller and he nodded that that was all.


“And what service are you?” demanded the huge guard. “How do I
know who you are? You ain’t wearing no Apparatus uniform!”


“I’ll make it worth your while,” I said, acutely aware of being a
mile deep and at the mercy of these thugs.


The monster seemed to nod as though that was what he had been
waiting to hear. He disappeared.


Heller diffidently ate a little bit of the food. He washed it down
with another swallow of water.


I twitched the Grand Council order in my hand. “This is a great
opportunity,” I said coaxingly.


Heller shook his head. “Wait.”


After a long time the big guard came back. He had a new, shallow
cut under one eye. He threw the shoes on the floor in front of Heller and
slapped the sweater, now very filthy, at Heller’s face. “He wasn’t wearing no
watch when he came in,” he said.


I looked at Heller. “You wouldn’t be wearing a watch in a game of
bullet ball,” I said.


“A friend was holding it,” said Jettero. “He gave it back when I
left the floor. These apes took it.”


“Get his watch,” I told the guard. “No watch, no pay.”


He snarled to himself and went off again.


The water and food were helping. Jettero stood up and I was very
alert, gripping the blastick. But he just exercised his limbs a bit. Then he
sat down and used a sleeve of the sweater and some of the water to sponge out
the shoes: somebody else had been wearing them, they were filthy.


After a long time the huge guard came back. He had a new bruise on
the side of his mouth and his knuckles were skinned. But he was holding the
watch.


I had never seen a space engineer’s watch before. I took it to
make sure it contained no trick weapons: life in the Apparatus makes one
suspicious. But it was just a big, round dial with a small hole in its face and
a heavy metal band. I handed it over to Jettero. He nodded that this was it and
began to put it on.


“The pay,” said the guard.


I took a ten-credit note from my pocket, a pretty big sum for a
guard in Spiteos.


The guard looked at it like it had kicked him. “Ten!” he snarled.
“I had to pay sixty credits to redeem that watch!”


He made a lunge at Jettero to grab it back.


I snatched at the monster’s shoulder to spin him off course. It
flung him backwards and he reared up and tripped on his own feet. He hit the
side of the wire cage and went down on his knees.


He was absolutely frothing!


“I’ll murder you!” he screamed, starting to lunge.


I raised the blastick to kill him.


Abruptly, my blastick went spinning!


There was a blur. Heller’s right wrist caught the guard across the
throat with a strike that lifted him clean off the floor!


The monster hit the wall with a thud!


He crumpled down like a disjointed doll. He was bleeding from the
mouth, out cold.


Jettero picked up the blastick, put its safety catch on and handed
it to me. “Never kill a fellow when you don’t have to,” he said quietly.


He inspected the guard. “He’s still alive. Give me seventy
credits.” And he held out his hand to me.


Numbly, I fished out sixty more credits and added the ten from the
floor. Jettero took them from me. Kneeling by the guard, he tapped the cheeks
until the fellow started to come around.


Jettero held the seventy credits in front of the monster. “Here’s
your money. Thank you for the watch.” And then it was the cold,
not-to-be-disputed voice of a Fleet officer, unmistakable. “Now return to your
post and that’s the end of it.”


The guard heard it. He took the money and walked off as quietly as
though he had just looked in for a casual call. Indeed, that was the end
of it.


“Now let’s look at that alleged document,” said Heller.
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Chapter 4


Jettero Heller took the Grand Council order over to the green
glowplate. His back was slightly to me and I couldn’t quite see what he was
doing. It must have something to do with his watch.


“It seems authentic enough,” he said.


I kept a mild smile on my face but I shuddered inside. It did
happen to be authentic but only by comparing it to the listings on the
planetary file circuit could one really know. The Apparatus could forge
documents like that in minutes. He was absolutely hopeless as a spy.


“But it was issued 4.7 days after I was kidnapped,” he said.


I peered at the document again, over his shoulder. Yes, it was
hour dated. No great trick. “We had to know we could get the right special
agent before we dared undertake the task,” I lied smoothly.


“Look,” said Heller. “This place is pretty awful. Can’t we go
somewhere else to discuss this?”


“As soon as you’ve decided to undertake it,” I said.


“Ah. Do I smell blackmail amongst all these other stinks?”


“No, no,” I said quickly. “It is just that some . . . ah . . .
forces don’t want the mission to succeed.” That was no lie. “So I am charged
with keeping you safe.” Pretty brilliant of me, I thought. He wasn’t going to
be hard to handle. An utter child where espionage was concerned.


“Blito-P3. I just came from there. Surveyed the place.”


“Precisely,” I said, “and with all your other accomplishments that
was why you were the exact and only officer for the job.”


“So you kidnapped me.” The wry smile showed he thought the whole
thing fishy. “Maybe you better tell me about this so-called mission.”


So I told him, keeping it very simple. He was to go to Earth and
infiltrate some technology into their culture and preserve the planet. The way
I put it, it sounded quite noble and altruistic. A Fleet officer would never
know about Invasion Timetables so I omitted that.


“And you considered the best way to begin this was to stage a
kidnapping?” said Heller.


“We had to test you to see if you could stand up to the demands of
being an agent,” I reminded him.


“So you got the order before you knew I had passed.”


(Bleep)! He could think! But so could I at this game. You don’t
live a decade around undercover work without learning the tricks. You don’t and
stay alive, that is.


“We would have been put to the extreme trouble of finding another
volunteer,” I said blandly.


“And the trouble of kidnapping him,” added Heller. Then he put up
his hand to stop the interchange. “I’ll tell you what I will do. I am not part
of your Division. If you can obtain the usual orders from the Fleet Personnel
Officer, I will undertake your mission.”


The specter of Lombar moved a bit away from me. I wanted to laugh
with relief. But I said, “Oh, I think we can manage that all right.”


With a sweeping bow and hand flourish, I indicated he could precede
me through the door.


I had to sign the prisoner out in the lower guardroom and as we
entered, the monster Heller had struck down was sitting with the rest, eating
some loathsome stew. I was nervous in this place and when the beast made a
sudden movement, I flinched back. And then I saw something astonishing.


The huge guard stood up so swiftly he almost knocked over his food
pan. He came to rigid attention and crossed his arms on his chest in the formal
military salute!


It was not intended for me. Heller casually lifted his hand in the
usual reply and flashed a faint but friendly smile. The beast grinned back!


I had never seen a Spiteos guard salute or smile before. I felt
eerie, like one would feel if he saw a wraith actually appear in a woods
temple: something you see that you know can’t happen—supernatural. I hurriedly
zipped my name across the log plate and got out of there with the prisoner.


In the upper levels of Spiteos there are some rooms set aside for
Apparatus officers such as I. Very plain and windowless, they nevertheless have
a few comforts including baths. I used mine very seldom but it had the
necessary personal things.


Technically speaking, I would be removing him from the prison by
taking him to my room but I thought Lombar’s last orders would provide for it.


Just to make sure both the contradictory orders were
covered, I parked the prisoner in a niche beside the lift tubes and, out of his
hearing, made a call to Camp Endurance. The troops there were actual Apparatus
troops. I got hold of an officer and arranged for a platoon and
around-the-clock surveillance of my room and surrounding passages. I gave
explicit orders they were to appear to be guarding against intrusion upon the
prisoner while actually preventing his escape. I used Lombar’s name to drive it
home and by delaying our progress upward, they had time to post the area.


We entered the barren room. I opened a drawer and offered Heller a
chank-pop—anything to take the stench of the prison away. It even leaked into
these rooms. But Heller shook his head.


“What I need is a bath,” he said.


I waved my hand at the wall tub, opened a closet and got out a
flimsy sleeping robe. He shed his shoes and pants and I dumped them, with the
sweater, into the disposal unit—they were beyond salvage.


As he started the spray going, I had a sudden thought. “You know,”
I said, popping a chank-pop under my own nose, “you could have made a run for
it when you picked up that blastick. You were armed, I was defenseless. You
could have used me as a hostage. . . .”


He laughed. He had a very pleasant, easy laugh. After a bit,
scrubbing away, he said, “And fight through electric gates, armed guards, mined
shafts and blastgun perimeters? And then fight through Camp Endurance and
stumble across two hundred miles of the Great Desert? Utter folly. Foolhardy
beyond belief. I’m certain the Apparatus would never permit anyone to leave
Spiteos alive!”


I was shocked. He could not possibly know where he was. We had
passed no windows, no signs. He had been unconscious when he arrived. He might
have even been on another planet. And no one, but no one outside the Apparatus
knew Spiteos, that ancient landmark, was in use!


“My Gods, how could you possibly know?”


He laughed again, scrubbing away. “My watch. It runs on twenty-six
different time bands as well as Universal Absolute Time.” 


That didn’t tell me anything. “And . . . ?” I prompted.


“It gives the time lag between here and Palace City and it gives
the direction. There’s only one geophysical feature at that distance from
Palace City and that’s Spiteos.” I didn’t laugh. I was getting sad. “Any other
way?” I asked.


That really amused him. “This rock. Every wall of the place is
‘in-place’ country rock. Black basalt with a 16° dip and a strike of 214°, Type
13 granularity. Look at it. It’s the remains of a volcanic extrusion that built
the mountains beyond the Great Desert. Elementary geology for the planet
Voltar. Any schoolboy knows that. I knew where I was when I came to. The watch
just confirmed it.”


Well, I was one schoolboy that didn’t know it. “Strike” was the
compass direction. He must have intuitive compass sense. “Dip” is easy: that’s
the angle into the ground. But to be able to classify rock by its visual
granular structure—and without a complex analyzer—meant he had eyes like a
microscope and in the comparative dark of that cell! And he must have a
memory like a library!


But that wasn’t what was making me sad. Here he was, for all he
knew, in the hands of enemies just using him, and he was letting me know
that he knew where he was. And he was exposing vital abilities which,
had they stayed hidden, might have lulled me into a false sense of security.
Now I could take precautions against these things. For a spy, all that is not
just dumb, it is stupid beyond belief. Using what he had just
incautiously revealed, I could lock him up forever and he’d never know where he
was!


He’d never make a special agent. Not in a million, million years.
I was not going to have trouble making him fail. I was going to have trouble
keeping him afloat long enough not to drag me down. Spying takes an
instinct. Oh my, he didn’t have it! This wasn’t going to be a failed mission.
This was going to be a total catastrophe!


“Make yourself at home,” I said. “I’m going to Government City to
get your orders.”
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Chapter 5


I am sure you have noticed that the first impression a visitor
gets of the Fleet Administration Complex in Government City is that he has just
encountered an actual fleet in outer space. When somebody said “buildings,”
their architects must have thought “ships.” It is most annoying: there they
are, spotted around ten square miles of otherwise barren land, like ten
thousand huge silver ships. They’re even in formation! They say the officers
and clerks even wear spaceboots! And not a shrub or tree to be seen anywhere!


When I have to fly there, I always feel like I’m an invader having
to be repelled. Marines, Marines, Marines, gates, gates, gates, all built like
atmosphere ports. Passes, passes, passes. It just occurred to me that maybe I don’t
like the place because they always look at my identification plates, see I’m
from the Apparatus and sneer. But after two hours I finally got where I was
trying to go.


The Fleet Personnel Officer was sitting in a cubicle for all the
world like a storeroom on a battleship. The walls were solid, deck to overhead,
with machines and screens, dazzling with their flashing, multicolored lights.
You’d think he was fighting a battle—and maybe he was, with four million Fleet
officers to shift around.


He was probably a nice enough fellow: a bit old, a bit fat. He
looked up as though to greet me cheerfully but he didn’t. He frowned a trifle
instead. There was just a trace of wondering disapproval in his voice. “You’re
from the drunks?”


Now, nobody had announced me as anything but “An officer from
Exterior Division,” and I was wearing the noncommittal gray uniform of General
Services, not even a pocket patch. I involuntarily looked down at myself. How
could he tell? I saw no grease spots, no food stains, no old blood. But I also
saw no style, no flair. No pride! Shabby!


I had had it all rehearsed but his remark disconcerted me. “I want
transfer orders for Combat Engineer Jettero Heller,” I blurted out. No gradual
briefing, no persuasion.


The Fleet Personnel Officer frowned heavily. “Jettero Heller?”
Then he repeated the name to himself. He had buttons and flashing lights all
over the place but here he was depending on memory. “Oh, Jet!” He had it now.
“The Royal Academy driving champion a few years ago. And wasn’t he later a
runner-up for interplanetary bullet ball? Yes. Ah, yes, Jettero Heller. Great
athlete.”


All this was very promising for he seemed to have mellowed. I was
just opening my mouth to push my request again when he suddenly frowned.


“You’ll have to get clearance from the Admiralty of Combat
Engineers. That’s Course Ninety-nine. Just outside that door, you turn . . .”


“Please,” I said. I had already been to that admiralty and they
had sent me here. Desperately, I dived into my paper case and snapped out the Grand
Council order. “This supersedes all clearances. Please transfer him to the
Exterior Division.”


He looked the order all over though I’m sure he had seen hundreds
of them before. He peered at me very suspiciously. Then he slapped his palm
down on an array of switches, one after the other; he dithered around with his
button console, transferring the Grand Council order number into his
information network. Then he sat looking at a screen I couldn’t see. He frowned
heavily. I half expected some Marines to suddenly rush in and arrest me.


With total finality he slapped his board shut. “No, can’t possibly
do it.”


Lombar’s shadow loomed closer. “What’s the matter?” I quavered.
“Has the Grand Council order been canceled?”


“No, no, no,” he said impatiently. “The order is in the data bank,
all authentic—though I must say, you never can tell when you’re dealing with
the drunks.” He dismissed all that and sat there frowning. Finally he tossed
the Grand Council order back at me. “It’s just impossible, that’s all.”


Bureaucracy! Actually, I sighed with relief. When one is a member
of the Apparatus, real trouble is always a close companion. But bureaucracy is
trouble everybody has. It’s a system evolved so that nobody in it is ever
responsible for anything. “Why can’t it be done?”


Like explaining shoes to a child, he said, “In the first place, a
combat engineer is in the Fleet. The Exterior Division—and I still think you’re
from the drunks—is an entirely different Division of the government. When you
say you want him transferred, you’re saying that he would have to resign from
the Fleet, make application for commission in the Exterior Division, come up
through their ranks . . . it would take years! I’m sure you don’t have years.
And you have not brought his resignation from the Fleet. So it can’t be
done.”


For a moment I wondered if Heller had known all this—that he had
known it was this complicated and was using a cunning out. Maybe he was
cleverer than I had given him credit for. (Looking back on it now, I wish he
had been!)


But the best authorities on bureaucracy are the bureaucrats. So I
myself got clever. “If you had this problem I’ve got,” I said, “how would you
handle it?” That was a lot better than going back to the Apparatus and finding
some blackmail on this fellow—there always is some and if it doesn’t exist, one
makes it up and “documents” it. But an order illegally obtained by coercion
might, itself, be illegal. It was much more clever to do it straight. Novel,
but it might work.


He thought for a while, really being helpful. He brightened. “Ah!
I could just give you a standard set of orders for a combat engineer.”


And (bleep) him, he simply pushed some buttons and a couple
seconds later a form came out of a slot. He handed it to me. It said:




FLEET ORDER

M-93872654-MM-93872655-CE

REFERENCE: GRAND COUNCIL ORDER

938362537-451BP3


KNOW ALL:

JETTERO HELLER GRADE TEN COMBAT ENGINEER

SERIAL E555MXP IS HEREBY AND HEREWITH AS OF THIS DATE ORDERED TO
INDEPENDENT DUTY ON HIS OWN COGNIZANCE TERMINATING ON HIS OWN COGNIZANCE.


ENDORSEMENT: SEE REFERENCE.


ISSUED, AUTHENTICATED AND VERIFIED BY THE FLEET PERSONNEL
OFFICER______________________________________________



Brightly, he said, “That all right?”


“Kind of sweeping,” I said.


“Oh,” he said, “combat engineers are always ordered out that way:
mostly blasting away behind enemy lines, you know; who can tell how long it
will take them. That’s why they have to be such reliable people. They almost
always, unless they’re killed, carry through whatever you set them at. Their
corps motto, you know, is ‘Whatever the odds, to Hells with them, get the job
done.’ Remarkable people. Will those orders do? They’re a standard combat
engineer form, you know.”


I was shaken, both by the idiot simplicity of the orders and by
what he had just said. Had Lombar known any of this? I doubted it. What were we
biting off? Could we chew it?


Jettero Heller had known what the orders would say. He must have
received dozens of them. He must have known that this would really put him
outside the control of the Exterior Division and the Apparatus. By the evil
Gods, I was going to have to work like mad to keep him on a leash! I began to
doubt I could execute my orders and make the mission fail.


I got a grip on myself. It’s one thing to go blasting in with the
burners wide open and blow up an enemy town. But it was quite another to
operate in the dark and secret world of espionage. I thought of the ease with
which we’d kidnapped him, I remembered his total stupidity that morning, I
thought of his fatal notions of sportsmanship.


“Yes,” I said. “They’re fine. By all means sign it.” I handed over
my own identoplate so he could authenticate it and feed his hungry machines.
“I’d like some extra copies.”


He punched and scribbled away. “I think Jet’s Academy track record
still stands. Great athlete. Nice fellow, too, they say.” And finally, “Here’s
his orders. Wish him good luck.”


I got out of there. It felt odd to have done a straight, legal
piece of work, no twists. The honest world is a strange place for a member of
the Apparatus. It leaves one feeling confused. Unfamiliar territory!


And then, clear of the oppressive environment of the Fleet, I felt
a belated surge of triumph. By the wording of these orders, Jettero Heller
could be wiped forever from Fleet rolls. He could be made to disappear without
a trace and no questions asked. No, Jettero Heller was not smart in the
dirty world of espionage and covert technology. In fact, (bleeping) dumb.
Lombar would be proud of me. I had just wiped out the kidnapping. We could wipe
out Heller. And I freely confess that at that moment I fully intended to drain
off all the personal credit from it I could.


I headed for the Fleet Officers’ Club to pick up his kit.




PART TWO


Chapter 6


My elation was very short-lived.


The officers’ club lay quietly in the warm daylight of a beautiful
afternoon. The mountains around it gazed down benignly. Shrubs and flowers
perfumed the gentle air.


It was a trap!


My driver parked the airbus before the main entrance. I trotted up
the wide ramp with its inset views of beautiful females.


The huge lobby was deserted except for one uniformed cleaner
casually mopping up some spilled drinks. I went directly to the office counter
and rapped my stick upon it. I am not a member, of course, and the gray-headed
clerk, probably a retired enlisted man, went on pottering with his entry books.


My gray General Services uniform was not likely to get much
attention in this place. So I slapped my stick even harder against the counter.
“Here, here, snap to attention,” I said. He just went on working, I thought he
must be deaf. And it was there I made my near-fatal error. I can’t stand
insolent underlings.


“If you cannot give me some service,” I yelled at him, “I shall
have no choice but to report you!” No attention. So I shouted even louder, “I
am here to pick up the baggage of Jettero Heller!”


That got attention. He got right up, came right over. I thought
for a moment that that was more like it. But he had his head down and was
lifting his eyes at me in a peculiar way. In a voice fully as loud as I had
used—and believe me these old spacemen can be heard a mile—he bawled, “Did you
say you were here for the baggage of Jettero Heller?” And without the slightest
pause, went right on. “You look like you are from the drunks!”


There was a slight noise in the lobby. I looked around. The
equipment of the uniformed cleaner was still on the floor but the cleaner
himself was gone.


In a perfectly normal quiet voice, the clerk said, “Please fill
out this form.” He fiddled around under the counter and came up with some
forms. He read some titles of them to himself. Bent down to look for some more.
Brought those up and looked over their titles. My success so far this day must
have curdled my wits. Despite all my training and experience in the Apparatus I
did not recognize the routine ploy of just plain stalling.


It was the breathing that alerted me. It was behind me.


I whirled.


Three young officers were standing there! One was in a bathrobe,
another in swimming trunks, a third in a sport driver’s helmet. And even as I
faced them, five more officers came speeding in through various doors. That
(bleeped) cleaner was rounding them up!


I have seen glaring faces in my time but these topped it. Another
young officer rushed down some stairs, carrying a sports club!


The biggest of them, three feet from me, barked a command, “Get
him!”


They train you well in the Apparatus. In an instant, I wasn’t
there to get! I sprang up and back to the top of the counter. I threw the
register straight in the first face!


I was over the counter, behind it, driven by the hurricane of
roaring fury from those young officers. Arms clawed for me. I threw a chair!


They came over the counter like a tidal wave.


A door on the right. I rushed through it. I was back into the main
lobby. I measured my chances to get out the main entrance. But more officers
were pouring in from the sports field!


I will say this. I fought a valiant strategic withdrawal. I
pitched plates and tables at them. I raced around chairs and spilled them in
their way. I even threw vases, flowers and all! I only lasted as long as I did
because there were so many trying to catch me! They collided with one another.
They were boxing me in. I tried to leap up on the bandstand but with one final,
flying tackle a husky athlete brought me down with a crash.


Now you’d have thought they would have simply held me there and
asked questions like young, well-bred people should. But oh, no! They put their
boots to me! They were mostly barefooted or wearing sports shoes: otherwise
they would have kicked me to death!


Finally one of them got the others away. He was a big one and for
a stupid instant I thought he was trying to rescue me. But he stood me up and
slammed me back against the wall.


“Where is Heller?” he shouted. It was enough to knock in your
eardrums.


I didn’t get any chance to answer. He doubled up his fist and hit
me as hard as he could in the jaw!


It knocked me out cold.


Icy water hit me in the face. I was on the floor.


“Let me!” yelled somebody and he picked me up and stood me
against the wall.


“Where is Heller?” he screamed at me.


And before I could answer, he hauled off and hit me as hard as he
could in the stomach.


I remember thinking as I doubled up and dropped that these young
gentlemen could certainly use some lessons in proper prisoner interrogation.


They booted me!


I don’t know how much later it was. I heard a voice from far off.
It was a command voice. Some senior officer amongst officers. “Order! Order!
What’s he done?”


There was a babble of voices. They had stopped hitting me and
kicking me long enough so that I was coming around.


“Put him in that chair,” said this senior command voice.


They slammed me into it so hard I went out again. Then a new
shower of icy water hit me. Through its drip I focused my eyes on a powder blue
tunic that was in front of me. It was an older officer in full uniform.
Probably a Fleet battleship commander. Very tough.


“No, no, back off,” he was saying. “I’ll get your answers.”


I groggily thanked the Devils that somebody was maybe going to
listen.


“Where’s Heller?” he barked.


And nobody hit me. They teach you in the Apparatus never to talk
when you’re being beaten or tortured.


The question took some sorting out. I could be executed by the
Apparatus for revealing the existence of Spiteos. But they weren’t demanding
that. They were demanding Heller. I managed to edge around the corner of my
training. “I just came to get his baggage,” I said.


“We know,” said the senior officer. “That’s what started all this.
Now if you will just tell these young gentlemen where Jettero Heller is, I am
sure that life will be . . .”


There were disputant voices. “Don’t promise him anything, sir!”
“You better talk!” Things like that.


In my groggy state, the tried and true maxim of the Apparatus
surged up: “When in doubt, lie.”


“I’m just a messenger,” I said.


A tumult of objection greeted that.


The senior officer silenced them. “Messenger,” and there was
sarcasm in his voice, “Jettero Heller disappeared about five days ago tonight.
He was due at a party to celebrate the promotion of a classmate just one hour
after that evening’s game. He never showed up. He is very reliable, in fact he
is a combat engineer. An orderly was sent to summon him. A check of all
headquarters shows no one sent for him. Ten minutes after he went out the arena
door, a parking attendant reported seeing black lorries leave the far end of
the grounds.”


Wow, I thought to myself, this battleship captain or whatever he
was certainly could use some lessons in being an interrogator. He was giving me
everything they knew! I was also getting plenty of time to think. Made it as
easy as opening up a chank-pop.


“Fleet police have been looking everywhere for him for five days,”
this uneducated officer went on.


Spiteos was safe. The Apparatus was safe. The mission was safe.
What amateurs these spacers were after all!


“Well, they can stop looking,” I said. And I was very glad to have
found out about it. It was almost worth the beating to be able to turn it off.
“Jettero Heller was needed for urgent consultation on a matter of the Grand
Council.”


It didn’t stop them. But it slowed them down. There were some
“yah-yahs” of disbelief. Somebody had a smart idea and dived at me and while
another held me, my identoplate was taken from my pocket.


“Section 451 of the Apparatus!” It was a yelp of triumph. It was
followed with “I-knew-its,” “Drunks!” and snarls. And they would have attacked
again but I had the situation now.


So what if the mission was confidential. “You don’t want that
identoplate,” I said coolly. “You want the orders in my paper case. It must be
over around the counter. Unfortunately, if you open the case, I will have to
swear you all to secrecy. But that’s all right. Go ahead.”


They still didn’t believe me. They found the case—pretty badly
smashed it was, too. They brought it over for me to unlock. I rattled off the
oath of State secrecy and they all said yes. I opened the case and threw them
the Grand Council order and the personnel order of Jettero Heller.


The senior officer read them. Some bright spark from Fleet Intelligence
held up his hand to halt any further action, took the two orders and went to
the switchboard.


He came back, lips curled in disgust. “The first time anything
connected with the drunks was ever straight. They’re authentic. We’ll have to
let him go.” Thank the Gods I’d gone to Fleet Personnel before I came to this
den of young lepertiges! The magic of a written order. Regardless of what
chicanery lay under it. That was the way they ran their lives.


“I came,” I said demurely, “to pick up his baggage.”


The (bleeping) fools thought their friend was safe!




PART TWO


Chapter 7


Jettero Heller’s room apparently lay at the end of a long
passageway on the top floor. The hotel manager had shown up, an old spacer with
a totally bald head who, judging from burn scars on his face, was a retired
gunner. Behind us trooped several of the young officers, led by the biggest one
who had done the most beating: they were coming along “just in case.” I really
wanted a chance to ransack through his things and find some weaknesses and
personal flaws to aid in handling him.


“I think,” I said, “that he’ll be giving up his room. This mission
is going to take a while. I’ll be packing up all his possessions.”


The manager didn’t even glance at me but I could see a reaction.
It reminded me I was not wholly out of this place yet. We arrived at the last
door and he threw it open. He threw it wide open. So I could look.


I’d expected, of course, just a little cubicle, the standard
officer’s room. What I saw stopped me dead!


It was a suite! Three spacious rooms stretched out, and way
over at the far end of the last one there were big doors and a garden terrace
that overlooked the mountains!


A junior officer’s quarters? Oh, no. There was many an admiral who
had no such quarters as this!


I went sort of numb. Spacers always tend to bring the look of a
ship down to the planet surface. They also have lots of time in space and are
given to making things out of whatever is handy: a blastgun breech carved into
a wood nymph, a piece of armor shield made into a table, a control seat made
into a chair, an acceleration couch converted to a settee, spare porthole
casings made into picture frames, that sort of thing. And they were all here,
of course, but beautifully done.


One expects the souvenirs from many a planet: the toy
muscle-dancing girl that swings her hips as she hands you a bottle opener, the
polished shell of a sea animal that glitters but says on it Memories of
Bactose, the little boy with six arms who waves flags and spells out Come
Home to Erapin, the carved woman that opens an inlaid box and throws you a
chank-pop when you say “Kiss me, Serafin!” They were all here along with the
banners and wreaths but they were all absolute top of their line: exquisite!


The gleaming metal floors were strewn with rugs from a dozen
planets, each one a collector’s item.


And the whole place harmonized together with beautiful taste.


Wow! There was many a Lord who would have envied this layout!


I at once thought I had Jettero’s fracture point: I doubted he was
wealthy in his own right and no Grade Ten junior officer could ever afford a
thousandth of this on Fleet pay. Jettero must have both hands in the
appropriations take, right up to the elbows!


We stepped over to a musical bar in the first room and the old gunner
indicated the whole suite with a sweep of his hand. Like a tourist guide,
monotonously, he said, “Five years ago the battleship Menuchenken
crashed a thousand miles inside enemy lines on the planet Flinnup. It was
hopeless: the ship’s drives were disabled, three thousand officers and crew
faced capture and execution. Jettero Heller penetrated the Flinnup defenses
with vital spare parts, got the drives operating, pried the Menuchenken
out of a caldron of fire and brought her out.”


He paused. “When the Menuchenken crew was released from the
hospital, they came here.” He moved his hand slowly to indicate the rooms.
“They did this while Jettero was out on another mission—as a gift.”


He indicated the walls and a few of the fittings. “It has been
added to since by others. If his present mission took a hundred years, this
would still be here. It’s a showplace of the club! And it’s Jettero’s home.”


Oh, well, I thought. So he wasn’t a crook. But people have other
fracture points. “I better pick up the few things he will need.”


“Don’t let him touch anything,” said the big, tough officer.
“We’ll do any packing.”


They jostled me aside and opened an invisible door, displaying a
vast closet of clothes and personal gear. One of the officers lifted a dress
uniform off the rack and brought it out.


“No, no,” I said. “He’ll be under cover. No uniforms. Just
personal necessities. He’s traveling light.” 


They shrugged and began to gather those up. But they had dropped
the dress uniform close to me and I looked at it. It was red-piped, of course,
and had the gold “Ten” for his grade woven into the stand-up collar. Now most
civilians think that the wavy gold, silver and copper lines that ornament the
chest of some dress uniforms are just that: ornaments. They wonder sometimes why
some junior officer looks like a metal mine on parade and some seniors look so
plain. The fact is, those thick, wavy lines of braid are citations; they are
sewn in such a way that the top flap can be lifted and under it, in tiny
letters, is the citation itself.


Jettero Heller’s dress uniform breast had neither silver nor
copper braid. It was an almost solid mass of gold!


I lifted some of the flaps: building a bridge under severe enemy
fire; mining in the orbit of Banfochon III; rebuilding the destroyed
control center of Hemmerthon under enemy barrage; recovery of the derelict Genmaid;
sabotage of the Rollofan transport system; mining the fortress of Montrail .
. . On and on! I had to look at several more before I even found the battleship
Menuchenken. Jettero Heller’s few years of service had been active ones
even for a combat engineer. Behind each one of those brief entries would lie a
whole lurid scene of close shaves and violent battle.


I told myself how it must have happened: a fellow gets a
reputation and they keep drafting him when the odds look hopeless. And in times
of perpetual war, there were lots of these. Then my estimate was soured by
noting that what they call the “Volunteer Star”—a blaze of diamonds with a ruby
center—was tucked with its ribbon inside the jacket. They award that for fifty
perilous volunteers. They didn’t keep drafting him—he kept volunteering!


I thought I had it then: a glory hound. That was his fracture. If
I could play on that . . .


“He has a lot of other citations and awards,” said the old
gunner-manager. “Some of them are so valuable we keep them in the big vault. He
never wears them.”


So he wasn’t a glory hound. Oh, well, there were other faults he
might have that I could exploit. I wandered off to look at the walls.


He had a lot of pictures of people. I don’t know why portraitists
always insist on cloud-sky backgrounds: when you see one of these
three-dimensional color shots against a sky it makes it look like a little bust
parked in the heavens; gives it a religious note as though everyone was being
made into a goddess or godlet. I don’t like them; they make the viewer feel
like he’s in the sky, too, and I don’t care for that.


There was an older woman with a gentle smile, evidently his
mother. There was a tough old hawk of a man in a shabby business tunic: it was
inscribed “To my dear son.” And then there was one of . . . I stopped dead. I
was looking at the most beautiful female I have ever seen in my life. It was
one of these trick portraits where the bust follows you with its eyes and when
you lower your head it just looks sweet but when you raise it, the lips smile.
Honest, this beauty took your breath away! Wow!


I had it now. This was the handle! I turned toward the
gunner-manager.


“That’s his sister,” said this hope-shattering fiend. “She’s a
star on the Homeview circuit. You must have seen her.”


I hadn’t. We are too busy in the Apparatus for self-indulgence
like art. I wandered off to an assembled collection of press photos, all in
their fake porthole frames. Jettero with classmates; Jettero being carried on
the shoulders of some crew; Jettero finishing a bullet ball tournament; Jettero
being introduced at a banquet; Jettero pulling a basketload of survivors into a
ship. On and on. But before I could conclude I had a publicity freak on my
hands, I noticed that the little other faces in the pictures were
circled and their names written under the circles: they were a gallery of his friends,
not Jettero. (Bleep), but you can’t succeed with just a few tries.


But there was one of Jettero alone! It was full-color,
three-dimensional and gorgeous. He was sitting in the seat of a ship; it was
one of these knife-edged racing craft they use in space—the kind that blow up
if you just look at them.


“That’s the Chun-chu,” said the gunner-manager. “She broke
the Academy interplanetary speed record and it’s never been bettered since. Jet
loved that ship. It’s down in the Fleet museum and Jet’s always telling them it
will still fly. But you’d have to get an order from the Lord of the Fleet just
to move its position on the museum floor. They won’t let Jet go near it so he
keeps this picture of it.”


They had a bag packed. It had taken them time because they’d
argued amongst themselves about “Jet would want this” and “not want that.”


I was glad to get out of there. For all my prying and hopes, I had
really learned nothing useful, nothing that I could use, that is. To handle
someone, from an Apparatus viewpoint, you have to have his flaws. And all
people have flaws. I told myself I’d keep looking.


We went on downstairs (they call them “ladders” in the club, which
is silly because they’re twenty feet wide) and I was about to walk out of the
lobby when I found my way blocked.


The biggest, ugliest young officer I have ever seen before or
since, stood squarely in the middle of the doorway. And he had the toughest,
nastiest expression on his face I never want to see again.


“Drunk,” he said. “I just want you to know that if any of this is
crooked, if Jet is not all right, if anything happens to him, we have
your identocopies and we have your photo. And remember what I say,” and he
spoke in an even, grating voice that leaves the nerves scraped, “we will take
you personally ten thousand miles up into cold, empty space; we will remove
your clothes; we will push you out the air lock into vacuum. And in seconds you
will be a pale pink mist!” The last three words were punctuated with
hard firm taps on my chest.


“Right!” It was a roar! It was behind me! And I turned to find
that about two hundred young officers were there in a sullen mob.


I am not all that brave. It scared me.


I got by the brute and ran down the steps with the bag. The airbus
was there and I dived in.


With shock I saw my driver, Ske, was soaking wet. They must have
thrown him in the nearby fountain.


He took off nearly vertical and fast. His hands were clenched and
shaking on the controls. He could see me in his rear screen.


“It looks like they really put you through the grinder,” he said.
And it’s true, I must have looked like quite a mess with cuts clotted up and
bruises beginning to swell.


He drove for a bit, guiding us into the diversionary course so we
could head, undetected, for Spiteos. Then Ske said, “Officer Gris, how could
they possibly have known we was from the Apparatus?”


I didn’t answer. Because we’re shabby, I thought. Because we’re
dishonest. Because we’re just crooked thugs and never should be permitted to go
near decent people. Because we stink. It had been a very trying day.


“Officer Gris,” said the driver when he had the airbus scooting
above the floor of the Great Desert, “if you had just told me they would know
we was from the Apparatus, I could have brung a blasthoser and wiped the
(bleepards) out.”


Oh, fine, I thought. That was all this mission would need: two or
three hundred dead Royal officers and an Apparatus Secondary Executive standing
there amongst the charred remains. Maybe I belonged in another Division!


But you don’t transfer out of the Apparatus—you leave it feet
first, stone dead.


I had no slightest choice except to carry out this mission to its
violent, brutal end! And succeed.




PART TWO


Chapter 8


Lombar, seated in a king’s chair looted from some Royal tomb,
looked agitated.


We were seated in his tower office at Spiteos, watching the weekly
“freak parade.” The whole wall of glass at the office end had refraction index
switches: it could be a mirror, it could be a black wall and it could be so set
that we could see out but nobody could see in. It was set the last way now.
Beyond it, completing the width of the rampart, was a vast, stone-walled room.


Dr. Crobe was showing off the week’s production of himself and his
assistants and horrible enough it was. They made freaks and the Apparatus got a
good price for the products.


Just now was a being that had feet for hands and walked on all
fours with a skipping gait. It was comical, really. Especially the way it
stamped after each skip. Until recently it had been a normal man. But Dr. Crobe
had changed that.


Factually, the doctor was a very skilled cellologist. He had been
a member of a government department—Section for Special Adaptions—that
specialized in retailoring people for unique duties or habitations: harmless
enough, making them see better on dark planets, walk better on heavy-gravity
planets, breathe underwater on planets dominated by sea. But Dr. Crobe had a
twist in his own skull and he perverted the technology of cellular alteration
to making freaks—real abominations. The government got some protests and a
senior, who might very well have been a party to it, blamed it all on Crobe.
The doctor vanished from his Domestic Police cell, thanks to Lombar, and was
put to work, with a staff, at making freaks for the Apparatus.


The organization, well-connected with the criminal underworld,
sold them to circuses, theaters and nightclubs for fantastic prices. They were
billed as denizens of newly conquered planets, which, of course, was nonsense,
but the publics of the one hundred and ten worlds of the Voltarian Confederacy
ate it up.


Some, of course, actually were prisoners of war, which made it
quasi-legal as such prisoners have no rights and are often slaughtered off. But
there never were such beings anywhere except out of the vials and tubes and
vats of Dr. Crobe. As some wit in the Apparatus had said, “The evil Gods
invented Dr. Crobe to give the Devils some competition.”


There must have been some truth in it. These freak parades always
made me ill. Here was a woman with her breasts where her buttocks should have
been; there was a being whose legs had been interchanged with his arms; then
came a female with two heads; following was a thing covered wholly with hair
but in half a dozen colors; and then came a monster with eyes in the place of
his privates.


While Apparatus guards drove them along with whips, old Dr. Crobe,
himself, stood beyond them, looking on, beaming at his handiwork. He was a
funny-looking creature himself: too long a nose, too long in the arms and legs,
like some weird bird. In my opinion, every cellologist I have met is not only
misshapen himself but crazy.


Lombar seemed to be quite agitated. He was fiddling with his
stinger, probably to hide the shaking of his hands. He didn’t seem to be paying
much attention to the freak parade and so I ventured to give him some good
news, thinking it would divert him.


“It’s all handled now,” I said, “but they had the whole Domestic
Police out looking for Jettero Heller. I got a line on it and iced it and now
they couldn’t care less.”


He didn’t answer but then he never does. But after a little he
tapped a silver box beside him and pincers sprang out holding something. He
took it.


“I knew you felt bad about losing your post,” he said idly. “So I
arranged this.” He threw it sideways at me.


It was the gold chain and emerald insignia of a Grade Eleven
officer! It bumped me up three grades! It made me the equivalent of an
Army commander of five thousand troops!


“It’s now in the data banks and legal. You’ll be drawing the pay
as of yesterday.”


I started to thank him but he wasn’t listening. “That ought to
bring some money,” he said.


The guards had rolled a cart into the parade. Six children had
been cellularly joined together so they made a ring, twisted up into
pornographic positions.


The Apparatus got tons of appropriations in secret government
channels but its income must be five times that in its criminal sidelines. And
true, they would get a lot of money for the six-children freak, probably bill
it from Blito-P3 or Helvinin-P6, maybe get a hundred thousand credits.


It reminded me I had other news. “We really ought to train this
Jettero Heller up in espionage,” I said. Lombar sort of twitched at the name
but he didn’t look at me nor stop me. The “trained act” parade was about to
begin but there was a lull while Crobe’s staff cleared off and the next lot
came on. I took advantage of the time.


“They put a lot of correspondence in his bag,” I said. “A letter
from his mother, notes from friends, fan mail. He spent the whole evening
answering them—it was quite a stack.


“Of course, when he gave them to me to mail for him, I read his
answers very carefully. And, Chief, he has no faintest idea of security. He
simply spilled his brains all over the paper. Really stupid!


“I had to get two forgers and we spent until 2:00 AM rewriting his letters.


“He’ll never make a spy, never! He’ll put the whole
mission at risk!”


Lombar didn’t say anything. The one we called Countess Krak was on
now behind the glass. She was standing there in thigh-high black boots, a
shabby coat and little else, twitching a long electric whip. In a dull and
listless way she was bringing on the first performer of her trained act parade.
She was actually a very beautiful female, statuesque, young, but she never
smiled. She was an enigma even for the Apparatus. Approach her sexually and you
could get killed! But she could train anything to do anything and fast.
She was a genius at training. She was rumored to use electric shock and
pictures but how she got her results nobody really knew.


Countess Krak had been a perfectly unsuspected government teacher,
specializing in adult classes and advanced subjects. But she had a twist. There
are some who say it was actually being done by the government and she just got
the blame, and maybe that is true, but I think personally she just needed more
money.


When the Domestic Police ran her down, she was the center of a
ring of children she had recruited from the slums. These children had been
taught to crack any safe and get by any alarm system. It was estimated that
their total “take” was in the millions. And they might have been going yet
except that she also apparently had schooled them in the techniques of silent
murder with no weapons and this hallmarked their every job.


The children involved were executed but Countess Krak was simply
handed over quietly to the Apparatus for their own uses. And here she had been
at Spiteos for almost three years.


Her first act was a juggler who, with his feet, kept twelve
objects in the air at once while spitting fire at them. The second act was two
females in lepertige costumes who jetted loops of a liquid, that looked like
blood, into fancy patterns in the air and appeared to catch them in their
mouths. Colorful.


The third act was a fellow who could triple-somersault from a
standing position and explode bangoes at each loop. He had other tricks.


There was no danger that any of these people would ever betray
Spiteos. Their tongues had been cut out and they were illiterate. They brought
fancy money.


But Lombar was not paying much attention. He turned to me.
“Soltan,” he said, “I really don’t think you actually envision the real scope
of this.”


He shoved the stinger at some switches and a big screen on the
floor in front of us began to roll off views of the hundred and ten planets of
Voltar. Near views, far views. Mobs in streets. Industries. Plains geometric
with farms. Plains teeming with animals.


Lombar, ignoring the remaining acts, hit another switch. Views of
the manors of Lords. Views of Governors’ palaces. Views of the Summer Imperial
Residence. And then a long string of views of Emperors.


“Power,” said Lombar. “Authority! The right of life and death over
trillions of peoples.” He shut the machine off. He turned to me. “In not too
long a time, Soltan, all that will be ours. Ours completely and utterly! These
are big stakes!


“The present rulers are decadent. Our planning and timetable
cannot fail.”


He gestured at me with the stinger. “But there is one weak point
in all this. And that weak point is Earth.”


He put his hand on my knee. “That is the key, the important key to
everything. Soltan, when an instant invasion of Blito-P3 seemed imminent, I
almost died. It would have been the end of everything.


“Soltan, you weren’t raised in the slums. You don’t know what a
dream of power can be. You don’t understand the true necessity of wiping out
the riffraff from the ghettos, purifying the blood of planets, sweeping away
the weak.


“These Emperors do not know what to do with their power. It takes
ambition! Yes! And merciless execution of plans. They diddle with their wars,
they do nothing about their own homes! Even when they conquer a planet they do
not know what to do with the riffraff in the population!


“We use evil to fight and sweep away evil! And we can and will
prevail!” For a moment his eyes flared. There was madness in Lombar and
sometimes it showed through.


He patted my knee. “But I am counting on you, Soltan. There must
be no Imperial interference on Blito-P3. We care nothing for the salvage of
that planet! But we need it desperately. You must keep every Voltarian
interest in it nullified! Do you understand?”


He waited for no answer. The trained acts were through. He stabbed
the stinger at a console. Flashing call lights went on in the other room. The
glass wall turned black.


Dr. Crobe and Countess Krak came hurrying in through the anteroom
and stood inside the door. They didn’t expect any applause. They never got any.


“Crobe,” said Lombar. “I’ve got a job for you. We have a special
agent going to Blito-P3 and I want you to fix him up.” Crobe rubbed his hands
and rubbed his nose. He liked this.


“Krak,” said Lombar, “we have this special agent to train for
Blito-P3. Language.”


There was something in their attitude, some eagerness or
enthusiasm that hit Lombar Hisst in the wrong place. He was suddenly on his
feet and across that room like a reptile.


He grabbed Crobe by the coat and snapped his face within an inch
of his own. “And (bleep) you, no tricks! No fancy eyes that see through walls!
No fingers that become pistols! No telepathic brain receivers!” He had hit
Crobe in the leg with each separate order. “Just an average job!” And again he
hit Crobe in the leg. He heaved him away.


Lombar turned to Countess Krak. “And as for you, you perverted
(bleep),” he snapped her within an inch of him, “off the high tower you go if
you teach this agent one single word, one single trick of espionage!”


He slammed her against the wall so hard she bounced.


Then in a perfectly mild voice, Lombar said, “Officer Gris will
tell you what to do. I don’t want to hear any more about it. Get out!”


Lombar went back to his chair and took a chank-pop. “Gods, they
stink!” he said as he sprayed his face and nose. Then, relieved, he waved a
hand to the door.


“Get on with it, Soltan. I don’t want to hear another word
concerning it or Jettero Heller. He’s yours now.”


As I left, he was moving toward the chest where he kept the Royal
robe.
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