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Chapter One

Supervisor Ronald Bronston and Probationary Agent Willy de Rudder of Section G, of
the Bureau of Investigation, of the Department of Justice, of the Commissariat of
Interplanetary Affairs, snaked over the top of the mountain crest and slid and slipped
through gravel a dozen meters to where a rock overhang protected them from being
spotted from above. They both wore insulated coveralls, and hoods of the same
material, so that facial and physical characteristics couldn't be made out.

Under the ledge, they both slid the straps from over their shoulders and worked the
cloth containers to their laps. The containers looked like the sheaths in which fishermen
carry their rods.

Ronny Bronston drew forth a plastic telescope. He said, "Winded?"

"Yeah," Willy de Rudder said, and panted. "You know, I never thought we'd make
it. Where'd you learn to climb mountains?"

"Back on Earth. Hobby. Mostly in the Swiss Alps, but some in northern India, and
some in the Sierra Nevadas, in what they used to call California."



"Why would anybody pick mountain climbing for a hobby?" the other panted.

"Nobody seems to know," Ronny muttered, adjusting the spyglass and leveling it.
"The saying goes that you climb a mountain because it is there. Catch your breath, Willy.
The way this's been figured, we have twenty minutes to go. By that time, your breathing
is going to have to be down to normal if we're going to make the hit."

It didn't take him long to find what he was looking for. "There it is," Ronny said.
"Almost exactly a kilometer." He handed the glass over. "Down there on the edge of that
little lake."

Willy found the chalet without difficulty. "Holy Ultimate," he breathed in
admiration. "That must be the most beautiful setting on Neu Reich."

Ronny Bronston nodded and reached for his container and began to draw objects
from it. "They've got a regular fetish about this planet. The planetary engineers they
used went all out to attempt to duplicate southern Bavaria. Even imported Earthside
flora and fauna."

Willy put down the telescope and pointed. "Look," he said, excitement suppressed.
"Helio-jet."

"It's okay," Ronny told him, attaching a firing chamber to a plastic gun stock. "We
figured on them. There's at least two of them in the sky at all times when Number One is
in residence at his retreat. But they can't spot us because we're under this ledge, and
they can't detect our body heat because of these special outfits, and they can't detect any
metal because we haven't got any metal on us, nothing but plastic, pseudo-rubber and
cloth. Give me the first section of the barrel."

Willy de Rudder fished into his container and came out with a section of gun barrel
about a meter in length. It, too, was of plastic, a very hard plastic. He handed it over and
Bronston screwed it into the firing chamber.

"The other one," he said.

Willy handed over another section, then he picked up the telescope and directed it
at the chalet again. He said, "He's not out on the terrace yet, but there's a couple of men
setting up a table. A table for one. I thought he was supposed to have guests."

"According to our dope, he always eats breakfast alone. And our dope on Number
One is accurate. We lost two agents, good men, friends of mine, getting it." Ronny
Bronston screwed the second section of the rifle barrel into the first. He reached into his
container and brought forth a telescopic sight and slipped it into its groove atop the
rifle. "How's your breath coming?"

"Still a little hard. It's partly the altitude."
"We have time. Give me the bipod."

The other brought forth a small two-legged rest from the container beside him and
handed it over. Ronny attached it to the end of the two-meter-long barrel and studied



out a spot to emplace the weapon.

Willy, at the telescope, said, with an edge of excitement in his voice, "I think this is
him."

"No hurry," Ronny said, setting up the odd, ultra-long-barreled gun. He stretched
out behind it and peered through the scope. "That's him, all right. Even at this distance
you can see how arrogant the funker is. Okay, Willy, it's all yours. How long did you
say they checked you out on this product of the Department of Dirty Tricks?"

"About three weeks. I could hit a fly at this range."

Ronny rolled out of the way and took the telescope from the other. "Zero in on him."
He directed the plastic viewer on the chalet.

Willy lay down on his belly and got into comfortable position. He got the cross-hairs
of his sights onto the body of the man who was just sitting down to the table, far below
on the chalet terrace. Three others hovered in the background, obviously flunkies.

He brought a very small screwdriver from a pocket of the coveralls and began very
delicately to adjust a screw on the scope's side.

Ronny said quickly, "That's not metal, is it? Once we go on the run, they could pick
up any amount of metal at all and especially be suspicious of any that was in
movement."

"No. It's a plastic gismo they gave me back at the Octagon."

Ronny grunted, peering through his spyglass. "He's seated facing us. Try to hit him
in the chest. It doesn't make too much difference. One hit, anywhere, and we've
accomplished what we want. How's your breath?"

"Much better."
"Hold out your hand."
Willy held out his right hand. It didn't tremble.

"Wizard," Ronny said. "But we'll wait another ten minutes to be absolutely sure that
you're steady."

For a time there was silence, then Willy said, his voice low, "When I was recruited
into Section G I didn't know that my activities would include political assassinations."

"Neither did I, when I was recruited," Ronny Bronston said wryly. "By the way, you
weren't recruited, you were suckered in."

The other looked over at him. "How do you mean? I've had the dream of going into
space, participating in the expansion of mankind into the stars, since I was a kid.
Everything I did, studied, worked at, was with that in mind. I applied for a position that
would take me into space."



"Ummm," Ronny said, still eyeing the scene on the chalet terrace below. "But
Commissioner Ross Metaxa has a few hundred men going around at all times, seeking
out potential Section G agents. When they get a cross on one they move in on him and he
soon finds out that the only chance that he'll get an appointment to get into space is by
joining Section G. It usually takes about three years to check you out satisfactorily."

Willy de Rudder was staring at him.

He said, "Why do you tell me that, especially at this time? What you're saying is that
I'm not my own man, that I've been maneuvered. And maneuvered into a position I
never expected to find myself in. I don't approve of political assassinations."

"Neither do I," Ronny said wearily. "Neither does Section G...ordinarily. This is an
exception. Usually, crisping a dictator doesn't do any good. You just get another dictator
to take his place and the second one might be worse. I don't know how well you're
acquainted with Earth history, but some time ago a radical named Lenin overthrew the
government of Russia and became a dictator...of sorts. A member of an opposition
party, the Social Democrats, got near enough to shoot him. It took him several
semi-invalid years to die from the wound. When he did, another dictator named Stalin
took over. The thing is, no matter how mistaken he might have been, Lenin was an
idealist. Stalin was a monster. How many millions of deaths can be laid to his hands,
we'll never know. Ghengis Khan was a piker."

"Then why is our mission to shoot Number One?"

Ronny looked over at him. "I wasn't in on the decision making. I'm a supervisor in
Section G. Policy is made by upper echelons in the Bureau of Investigation. I'm a field
man." That didn't sound like sufficient answer to a valid question on the part of a tyro
agent, so he added, "I have the dream, the United Planets dream. I take the orders of
those who are working it out in detail."

Willy de Rudder said, "But why is Number One, of this planet Neu Reich, any
different than the one you mentioned, Lenin? How do we know but that a worse one
won't come to power?"

Ronny said, still wearily, "It would seem that he's an exception. You see, Willy, most
dictatorships aren't really one man affairs. They're a team. Alexander the Great didn't
destroy the Persian Empire and take everything all the way to India; his team did. A
team recruited largely, by the way, by his father, Philip, who was a real military genius.
Caesar too had a devoted team, a competent one. Certainly, Napoleon did. He rallied
around him some of the outstanding military, political and even scientific capabilities of
his time."

"But Number One?'

"Is unique. It would seem that he alone carries the whole Neu Reich program on his
shoulders. Finish him and their dreams of expanding into this section of the galaxy and
absorbing other planets — planets now in the loose confederation we call United
Planets —would probably go under."



"But not certainly?"
"Few things are certain, Willy. How's your breathing?"

"Almost normal. As an agent of Section G will I often find myself in a position such
as this —waiting to murder a man who is in no position to defend himself?"

"I wouldn't know." Ronny Bronston put down the telescope he'd had trained on the
dictator below, and turned to his somewhat younger companion. He said definitely,
"Willy, all the chips are down now. There's a very good chance that we won't get out of
here. Once we hit Number One, the manure will be in the fan. So I might as well check
you out now, in all decency, on the full story. If we do get out, you'll no longer be a
probationary agent, you'll be a first grade agent —may the Holy Ultimate have mercy on
your soul, assuming that there is any such thing as a Holy Ultimate, and I doubt it."

"Go on," Willy said, his voice a little tight. He had taken his eye away from the scope
sight, with its victim beyond.

Ronny said, "Let's make it very basic. When underspace was discovered and it
became practical for intergalactic expansion on the part of mankind, things became
chaotic beyond belief. Man exploded into the stars like, well, Commissioner Metaxa
once called it lemmings. They took off from the mother planet, Earth, in all directions
and for every reason known to man nor beast. Political reasons — they wanted a true
Utopian society, a true Socialist, Communist or perhaps Anarchist society. Or like the
Pilgrims of American history, a planet where they could practice their religion without
outside interference. In short, go to hell in their own way.

Some went for crackpot reasons such as getting back to nature and giving up all
technological progress. All right, so who cared? If a couple of thousand cloddies got
together and went looking for an Earth-type world where they could revive ancient
paganism, including witchcraft, what business was it of anybody else? A loose
confederation, based on Mother Earth, was formed for interplanetary cooperation.
United Planets, in short. Willy, what are Articles One and Two of the United Planets
Charter?"

The other looked at him, his hood masking his frown. "Why, anybody knows that.
Article One: The United Planets organization shall take no steps to interfere with the internal
political, socio-economic, or religious institutions of its member planets. Article Two: No member
planet of United Planets shall interfere with the internal political socio-economic or religious
institutions of any other member planets."

Ronny nodded. "Right. And those two articles are the very basis of United Planets.
However, there came a new development. Over a century ago one of our Space Forces
scouts picked up a derelict, drifting, blasted and burnt out alien spacecraft. It was
obviously military in nature, had been destroyed in some interplanetary conflict and it
contained the charred remains of a life form — obviously intelligent. It was about the size
of a monkey but with a larger head, and it had the equivalent of hands capable of
handling delicate tools.

"All of a sudden, the highest echelons of United Planets realized that mankind was



in the clutch. No longer could we be philosophical about those segments of our race that
were not advancing scientifically, technologically. Sooner or later, man in his expansion
into the galaxy, would come up against this intelligent life form, or possibly the other
life form with which it had waged interplanetary conflict.

"When our engineers examined that burnt out one-man spacescout, they were scared
silly. It was too far gone for them to be able to figure out any of the devices aboard, but
they could learn enough to know that the little monkey-like creature was backed by a
technology as far ahead of us as we are of Neanderthal man."

Willy said unhappily, "Well, maybe this intelligent alien life form would prove
friendly."

"Wizard," Ronny said wryly. "And maybe not. Remember it was a military craft the
critter was in and it had been destroyed in a fight. It was obvious that mankind could no
longer refrain from progressing in science and technology as rapidly as possible. We
could no longer tolerate, in United Planets, worlds with crackpot political,
socioeconomic, or even religious systems that prevented all-out development.

"So Section G was secretly organized to subvert Articles One and Two of the Charter.
By any method found necessary, we pushed the member worlds ahead, even in spite of
themselves. If there was a planet with a feudalistic social system, we undermined it and
made efforts to establish a capitalistic one, under which progress would be the faster. If
there was a dictatorship, where a self-proclaimed elite held up progress the better to
milk the man in the street, we subverted it. It there was some religion that held up
progress, we undermined it."

Willy de Rudder said unhappily, "Why keep it all secret? Why not just come right
out and inform the whole United Planets confederation about these aliens, and urge
them to cooperate in all-out advance? The danger is a common one."

Ronny peered through the telescope again, checking the terrace of the chalet.
Number One was beginning to eat.

"How's your breathing?" he said.
"Tust about normal."

"We'll wait a few more minutes," Ronny decided. "To go on with it, we can't just
come out and make a plea for unity in the face of a common potential foe, because there
is nothing that man hangs onto more fanatically than his religious, political and
socio-economic beliefs. The Christians died in the Roman arenas rather than give up
their God. When the advent of the atomic bomb came along, did the United States and
Soviet Russia, of those days, unite in the face of mutual destruction? Hell, no. They went
into an arms race. Better dead than Red, the Americans said, and the Russians had similar
slogans. Socioeconomics? You get an advocate of capitalism and one of socialism
together and they'll argue till hell freezes over before one will give in. No, Willy, we had
to do it behind their backs. And that was, and still is, the basic reason for the existence of
Section G, though complications have come up recently."



He took a deep breath. "At any rate, that's why we're here on the planet Neu Reich.
Number One stands in the way. This world isn't even a member of United Planets and
he's rattling his scabbard, threatening to take over some of the other humanity-settled
worlds in this sector."

He reached into a pocket of his coveralls and brought forth an odd looking
cartridge. It was quite long and even the case was of plastic.

Ronny handed it over. "All right, Willy, this is it," he told the other.
Willy de Rudder took the bullet. He said, "Only one? Suppose I miss?"

"In the first place, you'd never get a chance to get another shot at him. That
gobblydygook gun is a single shot deal and he'll be away and into the chalet before you
could reload. But besides that, this plastic weapon was designed with only one shot in
mind. The barrel is ruined after only one. You'd be hard put to hit anything with it. No,
we get only one chance."

Ronny took up the telescope again and trained it on the dictator below. Willy
snuggled up against the stock of the gawky rifle and brought his eye to the scope.

Ronny said, "Okay. Hit him smack in the middle of the chest. Or, at least, aim for it.
That cartridge will do the job."

The long barreled plastic rifle had two triggers. De Rudder pressed the first one, the
set trigger, then very carefully brought his finger back to the hair trigger behind. He took
a deep breath, held it and gently squeezed. The gun hissed and, in spite of the manner
in which the stock was padded, the marksman's shoulder was thrown back.

Ronny snapped, "You missed! Come on, let's get the hell out of here!"

Chapter Two

They scrambled to their feet.

Ronny Bronston snorted, "I thought you could hit a fly at that distance. Come on,
let's go! The fat's in the fire now. It's estimated that he has a thousand security men in the
vicinity."

Willy, panting again, said, "The gun? We can't leave it here. Sooner or later they'll
find it and possibly be able to trace it to Section G."

"Screw the gun," Ronny said, scooping it up and tossing it out into the open, and the
telescope after it. "That's why we were so careful to keep it in light-tight containers. Half
an hour in the sun and the plastic it's made of melts away. Same thing applies to the
telescope. The only thing they could possibly find are the lenses and they'd have their
work cut out tracing them. Bring your container, though. We'll ditch them, somewhere
along the way."



They scampered, slipping and sliding in the gravel, up to the crest. There they
secured the belaying ropes that they had left there earlier.

Ronny snapped, "It'll take them a while to get organized. No attempt has been made
on Number One for years, and they've probably gotten lax. Besides, the gun was
silenced. They'll have their jollies figuring out where the shot came from."

Even as he talked, he was roping up, groaning inwardly that the other was a tyro.

"Now, listen," he said urgently. "It's going to be tougher going down than coming
up. On the way up, we could take our time and take the easier route. Now, we're in a
hurry. It's better to have three men, or even four, on the rope but there's nothing we can
do about that. Follow my instructions, no matter how drivel-happy they might seem to
you."

"Wizard," Willy, said, his voice sounding dry.

"One thing to always remember," Ronny said. "Roped-up, like this, if a man falls
and is suspended without foot or handhold, he dies within a few minutes. His organs
are squeezed out of place. So, if I'm leading and I fall, get me up, or get me to some
place where I can get a hold as soon as possible."

Willy took a deep breath. "Right."
Ronny started off, traversing down, along a ledge.

He called over his shoulder, "Keep an eye open for their helio-jets. There'll be a
dozen of them in the sky shortly. Yell if you spot one. We'll have to take cover. They
can't heat-detect us, nor detect any metal on us, but they can see us."

"Okay," the younger agent said.

In mountain climbing, you seldom go straight up or straight down. Usually, it's a
matter of working your way sideways, traversing, and up, or down, as hand and
footholds allow. Ronny led, surefooted. His companion was less so, but largely
managed to keep his feet.

Ronny said, "Coming up, we took it the easy way. Going down, we're going to take
the stickiest route. For one thing, they probably number comparatively few mountain
climbers among them, and there's probably not overmuch equipment for even those, in
the chalet and its service buildings. For another, the helio-jets will have their troubles to
keep from crashing if they get too low among these gullies, ridges and crests. There's too
much air current, down-drafts, up-drafts and so forth."

"All right," Willy said, already puffing at the pace his companion was setting.

They came to a chimney, possibly a meter and a half across and Ronny said, "Here is
how you get down this. You press your back against one side, and your feet up against
the other and kind of walk down."

He started demonstrating.



Willy de Rudder swallowed. The chimney was at least thirty meters deep. He
started after, his fingers mentally crossed. So far, there was no sound nor sight of the
helio-jets that were their potential nemeses. Unbelievably, so far as Willy de Rudder
was concerned, they got to the bottom of the chimney without a fall.

Ronny tossed his container into a hole. "Ditch yours, too," he said. And, when the
other did so, rolled a rock over the two.

They started traversing on a down grade again.

They came to a field of snow, up against the mountain. Willy looked at it in dismay.
They'd be black spots against the white as they waded and trudged through it.

Ronny said, "Now watch. This is called glissading. It's a sliding and skating sort of
thing similar to skiing, but without skis. With the exception of falling, it's the fastest
method of descending snow slopes, without skis." He stepped off onto the snow and
began sliding down, balancing himself with outstretched arms. Willy brought up the
rear, considerably less expertly, but he fell only thrice in the passage.

Ronny said, "Damn it, they'll probably spot our trail in that, sooner or later, but
there's nothing for it. Let's go!"

They started down over the gravel again. For a time, the going was comparatively
easy.

Ronny said, "Oh, something I forgot to tell you earlier. If one of us is hit, or in
danger for other reasons of being snagged, he's got to be finished off. We can't afford to
fall into the hands of Number One's boys. You wouldn't want to anyway, but the thing is
if they'd put you under Scop, or whatever truth serum they use on Neu Reich, you'd
spill it that you represented Section G. So if anything happens to me, finish me; I'll do
the same for you. If both of us are in danger of being snagged, suicide. Damn it, we
should have brought cyanide pills."

"Suicide?" Willy said blankly. "How?"

"Holy Ultimate," Ronny said in irritation. "Jump off a cliff or something. Improvise.
Oh, oh."

"What's the matter?" Willy panted.

His superior pointed. Possibly three kilometers off, easily discernible in this clear
mountain air, was a group of five or six uniformed men. They were roped together and
all bore alpine sticks, with flak guns slung over their shoulders. They were ascending
the mountain by approximately the same route the two Section G operatives had earlier
in the day.

"They haven't spotted us yet," Ronny growled. "Double damn. I hadn't expected to
be flushed this early in the game."

"What do we do?" Willy panted.

"Head back this way. We'll get this ridge between them and us. With luck, they'll get



all the way to the top before they head down again after us. See that dog?"

For the first time, Willy de Rudder saw the dog. It looked half the size of a nearly
grown calf, was unleashed and gray in color.

"It's a kind of Weimaraner that they've bred up on this god-forsaken planet," Ronny
growled. "They're better bloodhounds than bloodhounds are. Come on, let's go. How
are you making out?"

Willy took a deep breath and got out, "The pace is a little heavy in this altitude, but
okay."

"Damn it," Ronny snorted. "That funker Sid Jakes should have given you some time
at high altitude and in mountain climbing before sending us on this assignment."

Willy spotted a helio-jet. "Aircraft," he snapped.
They took refuge in a small cave.

Ronny Bronston, beginning to breathe somewhat deeply himself by this time, said,
"We've got to get down faster. They're already beginning to swarm. I hope in the name
of the Holy Ultimate that they don't have another party coming up by this route. If they
have, we've had it. Have you ever done any roping-down?"

"I don't even know what you're talking about," Willy panted.

"All right. It's a little scary the first time you do it. Against all your instincts. But it's
the fastest way of getting down a mountain."

They came to a cliff. Ronny began untying the rope about his waist.

Willy looked over, cautiously. "Holy Ultimate," he said. "It must be a hundred
meters down." He stepped back a distance.

"Not really," Ronny told him. "We don't have enough rope for that. Now here's what
we do. They call it abseiling, or roping-down. I belay you from up here, you pass the
other rope over one thigh and over the opposite shoulder. You back down over the side
of the cliff, your feet braced against the cliff wall, and you walk backward, slipping the
rope as needed all the way to the bottom."

"Are you kidding?"

"No." Ronny roped him up, continuing directions. "You're in no particular danger.
I'm up here belaying you. I've got hold of you all the way down."

Willy's pale face couldn't be seen through the hood, but he said, "I've got a fear of
heights."

"So has practically everybody else who's normal. Let's go." Ronny continued to rope
the other up in the prescribed manner.

Willy said bitterly, "What do they pay a First Grade Section G agent?"



And Ronny said, completing his servicing of the other, "Five hundred interplanetary
credits a month — particularly when he's so well trained that he can hit a fly at a
kilometer's range. Come on!"

Willy de Rudder said, "How do you get down? Who belays you from above?"
"You'll see. Get going, Willy."

The younger agent went to the side of the cliff, turned his back, closed his eyes and
started down, walking backward, the comforting feel of the belaying rope holding him
tight against falling.

It took a million years for him to reach the canyon bottom below.
"Untie," Ronny yelled down.

He untied the rope from around his waist and looked up as Ronny retrieved it.
Shortly, the other, the rope doubled, started down, bouncing down the cliff, kicking
against it and jumping so that his pace was three or four times that of Willy walking
down.

When he got to the bottom, next to his companion, he gave a jerk at one end of the
doubled rope.

"Slung over a rock projection," he explained.

The other looked at him. "Suppose you got in trouble, with nobody, uh, belaying
you from above?"

"That's a good question," Ronny said. "Come on, let's go. We've got to find more
sheer cliffs."

For another period the going was easier again, though they had to duck under
another ledge for a time as a helio-jet passed over.

In the cave, the younger agent said, after looking at his companion from the side of
his eyes, "Ronny."

"Yeah?"

"I'm sorry about missing Number One. I fouled up the whole project and you said
that two agents were lost setting it up."

Ronny Bronston grunted amusement. "Don't let it worry you. We accomplished
what we were sent to do. It would have been more fun if you'd hit him dead center. It
probably would have taken him a couple of days to get rid of the stench. But you hit the
wall immediately behind him and about ten centimeters to the right. That'll do it."

The other came to an abrupt halt. "What are you talking about?"

Ronny chuckled and said, "Section G doesn't condone assassination, even when
called for. If it did, and the information ever got out, member worlds of United Planets



would drop out like dandruff. That was a special cartridge you fired. The head was
filled with the most nauseating odored fluid you ever smelled — especially whomped
up in the laboratories of our Department of Dirty Tricks. At impact it was meant to
shatter and sprew the smell, a few dozen times worse than a skunk's scent, all over the
place. You'd need a gas mask to be on that terrace now. The fluid was otherwise
harmless."

"But...but why!"

Ronny left the sheltering ledge and led the way, resuming the bent kneed stride of
the mountaineer. "Come along," he said. "Because now he knows he's vulnerable. If
somebody could get in through his defenses to a point near enough to shoot a stink
bomb shell right next to him, then the next time they could make it something more
deadly. He's going to think twice, at least, before he makes any warlike moves. There's
another angle too, from Section G's viewpoint."

They had arrived at another cliff and Ronny began ordering the ropes for abseiling.
"What's that?" Willy said, no tremor in his voice at what was to come, this time.

"He's got his people all keyed up for his military venture. They've been sacrificing,
building munitions plants, a space fleet and so forth, for years. The whole planet is on
edge with this scheme to subjugate some of the nearby worlds. If he calls it off, they'll be
up in arms against him. And he probably will, since now he knows that if he makes an
aggressive move, he'll be hit. No, I wouldn't be surprised to see an overthrow of
Number One before the year is out."

In all, during the next three hours, they roped-down four cliffs. Willy de Rudder got
quite nonchalant about it, even attempting to duplicate his companion's method of
bouncing his way down. Several times they saw helio-jets, but Ronny had been right, the
craft were afraid to come too low due to the treacherous mountain air currents. Twice,
they spotted groups of uniformed men, obviously searching for them. However, Ronny
seemed to be a more competent mountaineer than any of the foe. They were able to keep
from being detected.

They were nearly to the small green valley which was their immediate destination
when they were flushed by Number One's gray clad security men. The others, a group
of four, were possibly a hundred meters away, but the two Section G men were clearly
in sight.

"Run for it," Ronny rasped and the two doubled over in that position men assume in
combat when under fire, to present as small a target as possible, and dashed. Various
weapon fire splashed off the rocks about them.

They zig-zagged in evasive action, got around an outcropping of rocks which
afforded immediate protection.

Ronny got out, "They're at least as tired as we are. They've been coming up hill,
while we've been coming down. They're undoubtedly short of breath and they're overly
excited about spotting us. So come on, let's get out of here, Willy."



From the side of his eyes, the tyro agent could see that his superior was holding his
side.

"You're hit," he blurted, scrambling after the other.

"Yeah," Ronny got out. "Come along. If we can make the valley and across it to the
trees, we're comparatively safe."

They sped, as best they could, toward the valley. Behind them there were shouts
and more weapon fire, though obviously the others were blasting away without target,
possibly in an attempt to frighten the quarry into surrender.

"If this squad has one of those damned dogs, we've had it, even if we do make the
trees," Ronny gasped.

Their luck held and they managed to temporarily shake the pursuers. However,
neither of them had any illusions. The security men would be equipped with two way
radio and in short order every search group in the vicinity, and every helio-jet, would be
zeroing in on them.

They got to the valley, dashed across at its narrowest point and ducked into the
trees of the forest beyond. They stopped for breath, fifty meters into the woods, both
leaning their backs against the trees.

Ronny thought about it a deep breathing minute, then said, "Willy, you're going to
have to finish me. That hit I took removed enough of my side to construct Eve."

"Finish you!" the younger man blurted.

"Yeah. I'd never make it and we can't take a chance on their getting me alive."
"I'll bandage you up. It's only a little ways to the clearing now."

"Bandage me with what?" Ronny panted.

"With our shirts," the other insisted. "We're both wearing white-shirts under these
coveralls."

"Wizard, but the moment we get out of these insulated coveralls the helio-jets pick
up our body heat. You're going to have to finish me."

"I can't," Willy said. "I...I don't even have a gun—or a knife."

Ronny sighed and took a deep breath. "Use your belt and garrot me. Better still, pick
up one of those stones and bash my head in, it'll be quicker."

"I won't do it! We've got less than half a kilometer to go and there'll be a doctor in
the landing craft. Here, put your arm over my shoulders. I'll help you."

His superior sighed but obeyed orders and they took off again, from time to time
stumbling in the underbrush or over roots. Behind them, they could hear the crashing of
others in the woods.



Ronny finally groaned, "Can't make it any further, Willy. Finish me and save
yourself. It's necessary to get the message back that our mission was successful."

"Come on, Ronny. We can make it. It's no distance at all now."

But Ronny Bronston shook his head, in exhaustion. "No. Finish me. I'm on the verge
of fainting. That's an order, Agent de Rudder."

The younger man ignored him, stooped suddenly and took his superior up and
slung him over his shoulder and began staggering through the trees.

Ronny Bronston said nothing and the tyro agent assumed that he had passed out
from loss of blood. The crashing sounds from behind were louder, now that his pace had
slowed, but at least there was no baying of dogs. He doubted that those behind were
much in the way of woodsmen. Few were, these days. He doubted that any of them were
much good at tracking, unless they were able to use their heat or metal sensors. And
those didn't apply to Willy and Ronny.

He tried to move as quietly as possible so that the pursuers wouldn't get his
direction from the sounds of his progress, but he was no more the woodsman than they
were and he winced at the noise he was making.

Willy de Rudder broke through into the clearing before he had actually expected it.

He stood at its edge and stared unbelievingly. The clearing was empty. "Holy
Ultimate," he groaned, "they're not here!"

Chapter Three

But with a whoosh a space landing craft descended like a beam of light and set down
within feet of him. The hatch banged open immediately and Willy de Rudder staggered
toward it, his companion still over his shoulder. He dumped his load into the small
spacecraft, and climbed into it behind him.

Lee Chang Chu was at the controls, her almond eyes slightly wide. "What's
happened?" she snapped, even as she flicked buttons and dropped levers. The hatch
slipped shut and they were airborne.

Willy panted, "Ronny took a hit. He's either fainted, or dead."

Lee Chang called over her shoulder, "Doc, quick!" But the medic was already
making his way forward, clumsily, through the seats of the landing craft.

The two men wrestled their fallen colleague back into the interior of the small
spaceship and stretched him out on the aisle.

Ronny opened his eyes and said weakly, "Take it easy, you funkers. I'm a sick man."



Lee Chang Chu slumped in her pilot seat, in relief.

The doctor zippered the wounded man out of his insulation suit, and began to
examine the wound. It was a bloody mess.

Willy staggered erect and said, "I've...I've had it. I'm going to puke."
"In the back," the diminutive Chinese woman said. "There's a small head there."
He staggered toward the rear.

The doctor looked at Ronny Bronston and scowled. He said, "You're not hit as bad
as all that."

"I know," Ronny said. "But don't let de Rudder find it out. It'd hurt his feelings."

When Willy came reeling back from the small rest room, he had already removed
his hood and insulated suit. He was a good looking type, in an overly earnest sort of
way. Only average of weight and build, he didn't look as though he could have carried a
limp man, as heavy as himself, half a kilometer through heavy woods while already in a
state of exhaustion. He also didn't look like a cloak and dagger type.

Lee Chang Chu, though not knowing what game Ronny had in mind, played along.
She said, "Come up here, de Rudder, and give me a rundown, while the doctor is
patching up our Ronny."

The tyro agent was glad to. Besides, he knew that the Chinese woman was of
supervisor grade, as was Bronston, so he was under her command. He sank into the seat
next to her in weary relief.

Section G Supervisor Lee Chang Chu was small, almost tiny. She looked to be at
least three quarters Chinese, or possibly Indo-Chinese, the rest European or North
American. She favored her Oriental blood; her silk dress was traditional Chinese, slit
almost to the thigh on each side. She was delicately pretty, with only a touch of the
Mongolian fold at the corner of her eyes. On her it looked unusually good. Her
complexion was that which only the blend of Chinese and Caucasian can give. Her
figure, thanks to her European blood, was fuller than Eastern Asia boasts; tiny, but full.

She said to the probationary Section G operative. "How did it come out?" Her voice
was small but very earnest, a no-nonsense voice. She was the most unlikely looking
secret agent possible, but one does not achieve to the rank of supervisor in Section G
without the necessary ability.

He said, hesitantly, "Evidently satisfactorily, according to Supervisor Bronston."
She looked over at him questioningly. "Evidently?"

"Yes. I missed but the bullet exploded only a very short distance behind him. I
assume that he was probably splashed with the stench."

She tinkled a laugh. "I would have loved to have seen that stern face of his when the
smell hit him." But then she looked at the other again. "Missed him? With that gun?"



HYes.ll
She threw a lever and they left the atmosphere of Neu Reich and went into space.

She said, "We'll rendezvous with the Space Services Scout within ten or fifteen
minutes."

Willy de Rudder said, "I'm not much up on these things. This is my first trip
overspace. But won't Number One's spaceship get after us?"

Lee Chang Chu smiled. "No. We have gismos that prevent them from getting us in
their sensors. Our spy Space Scouts are almost impossible to detect, at any distance at
all, especially with the facilities of comparatively backward planets such as Neu Reich."

It was his turn to look puzzlement at her. "I thought that Neu Reich was up on the
list of planets with a high military potential. I thought that was why we were upset
about her."

She shook her head and said, "That is one of the things you must keep in mind
about dictatorships, Willy...I assume I may call you Willy. You saved Ronny's life and I
am very close to him."

"Of course, Supervisor Chu."

"Lee Chang," she said. "We're very informal in Section G. We have to be. Too often
our lives are dependent upon the agent next to us. At any rate, dictatorships have an
Achilles heel. On Neu Reich, their most brilliant space specialist, I suppose you could
call him, was a chap who was far and away in advance of the scientists on most other
planets. His name was Richthofen, which is about as Germanic a name as you can get.
However, some cloddy or other —but not from our viewpoint— put his lineage on the
computers and, surprise, surprise, about ten generations ago, space scientist Richthofen
turned out to have had a Jewish ancestor. He escaped the planet by the skin of his teeth
and refugeed to Earth. We obtained his services. We are now capable of negating the
detection sensors of Neu Reich, mainly though his efforts."

"I see," Willy said. "You know, two or three years ago I had no idea that such a
department as Section G even existed. Now I am continually amazed at its
ramifications."

She smiled ruefully and on her it came out like a dream. She nodded and said, "That
applies to 99 point something percent of the human race —and must. We don't seek
publicity, Willy."

Ronny was bandaged and had several hypodermic shots in him by the time they
rendezvoused with the Space Forces Scout. He was groggy from the drugs and seated
comfortably near the rear of the landing craft. They settled into the hatch which housed
their small spacecraft in the scout without a hitch. Lee Chang Chu was an expert pilot.

As soon as she had opened the hatchway, the two men got Ronny up and wrestled
him through it as gently as possible. Lee Chang brought up the rear.



The captain was awaiting them in the corridor of the scout. His eyes went anxious
and alert when he saw Ronny was wounded.

Lee Chang said briefly, "We've had a casualty. Put him into a bunk. Then let's get
into underspace. Sheer bad luck might bring us up against one of Number One's space
cruisers."

"Yes, ma'm," the captain said, touching the visor of his cap. He called over his
shoulder. Two spacemen came up and took Ronny gently. The captain hurried for his
bridge.

By the time they reached the Neuve Albuquerque spaceport, the wounded man was
well on the road to repair. The three Section G agents made their farewells to the doctor
and the crew of the space scout and took a passenger craft to the Greater Washington
shuttleport. There they separated, Ronny heading for his apartment for a night's rest,
fresh clothing and a few drinks before reporting in to the Octagon in the morning.

The next day, he scowled down at his bandaged waist and wondered whether or not to
remove the dressing, but decided not to. It wouldn't hurt to keep it on for another
couple of days.

He took an automated helio-cab from the pickup point on the roof of his apartment
house and dialed through to the Octagon, that city within a city on the other side of the
Potomac. At the sixth gate, he got out and dismissed the vehicle.

He approached one of the guard-guides, brought forth his wallet and flicked it open
to reveal his badge. It was golden, had a queer sheen and read simply Ronald Bronston,
Section G, Bureau of Investigation, United Planets. The guard was a stranger, big and
obviously proud of his uniform which he wore with a swagger.

He scowled at the badge and said, "Section G? Never heard of it."
Ronny looked at him and said wearily, "It's not necessary that you have heard of it."

The other took him in. Ronny Bronston was a man of averages. Medium height,
medium weight and breadth. Pleasant enough of face in a medium sort of way, but not
handsome. Less than sharp of dress, hair inclined to be on the undisiplined side. Brown
hair, dark eyes. In a crowd, inconspicuous. He didn't stand out.

The guard said, "Where's your pass?"
"l don't need a pass. I'm a supervisor of Section G."
"You need a pass to get by me, friend."

Ronny decided that it was going to be one of those days. He said, "Look here, who's
your immediate superior?"

The officious one scowled at him. "Lieutenant Economou."



"And who's his immediate superior?"

"Commander Hersey."

"And who's his immediate superior?"

"General Wayne Fox, Commander in Chief of Octagon Security."

Ronny Bronston took his badge and put it in the slot of the Tri-Di phone screen
standing next to the guard's post. He said, "General Wayne Fox."

The guard's face went suddenly empty.

When the general's face faded in, he said, "Ronny! I thought you were off on one of
those romps of yours."

The guard's face was wan now.

"Just got back," Ronny said. "What do you say we get together for lunch, Wayne?
I've got a funny story to tell you about old Number One on Neu Reich."

"Great," the general grinned. "Meet you in the senior officer's mess at noon."

"It's a date." Ronny flicked off the phone screen and turned back to the guard. He
said, "Summon me a three-wheel scooter."

The other snapped him a salute. "Yes, sir. Right away, sir." He pushed a button.

When the vehicle came scurrying up, Ronny gave him the coordinates of his
destination and the other dialed them hurriedly.

Without a further glance at the man, the Section G operative climbed into the bucket
seat and the scooter slid into the Octagon's hall traffic and began proceeding up one
corridor, down another, twice taking to ascending ramps.

He shook his head at his run-in with the guard and actually felt a bit ashamed of the
cavalier manner in which he had handled the man. What was it about third-rate people
in positions of minor authority?

He must have traveled three kilometers before they got to the Department of Justice
alone. It was another half kilometer to the Bureau of Investigation. The scooter
eventually came to a halt, waited long enough for Ronny to dismount and then hurried
back into the hall traffic.

Ronny entered the office. There was a neatly uniformed reception girl-cum secretary
there at the sole desk the room boasted. She had a harassed and cynical eye, was
evidently about forty, and looked ultra-efficient, rather than good-looking. She was
widely thought of as the operational brains behind Section G, and she was also
reputedly sugar on Ronny Bronston.

Ronny said, "Hi, Irene. What's the jetsam today?"

"Ronny!" Irene Kasansky said, never ceasing for a moment in the flicking of levers



and pushing of buttons, "We heard you were shot in that Neu Reich assignment.
Shouldn't you be in bed?"

"It wasn't as bad as all that. I came to report. Maybe afterwards I'll ask for some time
off to rest and go fishing. Is Sid in?"

She clicked an order-box and spoke into it, listened for a moment and then said, "If I
wasn't a lady, I'd clobber you, you idiotically grinning cloddy."

She looked up at Ronny. "He's free."

"Thanks, Irene," Ronny said and went through the door behind her. He made one
turn to the left and two to the right, in the corridor that stretched beyond, and came up to
a door lettered simply, Sidney Jakes.

He knocked and a voice called happily, "Come on in, come on in. It's always open."

Ronny entered and found Sid Jakes behind his desk. He was the most off-beat
looking high government executive that Ronny Bronston had ever met, Assistant to Ross
Metaxa, Commissioner of Section G. His dress was on the ultra-informal side, seemingly
more suited to sports wear than a job in the super-conservative Octagon. He couldn't
have been much older than Ronny's thirty or so and he had a nervous vitality about him
that could wear another down in a matter of half an hour.

On Ronny's appearance, he popped to his feet and dashed about the desk to wring
the newcomer's hand with an enthusiasm that would have suggested they were long
separated brothers. "Ronny, old chum-pal," he said. "My right arm!"

"Thanks, Sid," the newcomer said sourly. "You keep giving me these sticky
assignments and I'll probably have my own shot off one of these days."

"Sit down, sit down, old chum-pal," Jakes said. He rushed his subordinate to a chair,
saw him seated, then dashed back around the desk to his own swivel chair.

He said, his voice the nearest to sounding serious that it ever got, "Lee Chang
reported that you copped one on Neu Reich. How come you're up and around?"

Ronny shook his head. "It wasn't much of a hit. I faked most of it to see how
Probationary Agent Willy de Rudder would react. I pretended to be so badly hit that I
ordered him to finish me off, so I wouldn't fall into Number One's guards' hands."

The other cocked his head. "How did de Rudder work out? He looked like he had
the makings of a pretty good agent."

Ronny made a negative motion with his right hand. "He's not field agent material,
Sid."

His superior said, "Why not?"

"First of all, he missed Number One. And he did it on purpose, though he was
under direct order to shoot the funker. Evidently, he couldn't bring himself to kill an
unknowing, defenseless man."



Sid Jakes didn't get it. He said, "That gimmicked up bullet wouldn't have killed him.
Especially in view of the fact that we know he wears bulletproof underwear, or
whatever, all the time."

'T know. But I didn't tell de Rudder that until later. I wanted to see how he'd react,
how dedicated a Section G agent he would make."

"And then?"

"Later I pointed out to him that if one of us was in danger of being snagged that the
other would have to finish him off. Or if both were in such danger that we'd have to
suicide. Some time after, I took a minor hit, but pretended it was much worse. I ordered
him to garrot me with his belt, since we had no weapons. He refused and insisted on
helping me back to where Lee Chang was scheduled to pick us up. Finally, I told him I
was going to faint and gave him a direct order to finish me. He still refused."

Sid Jakes got out a happy laugh. "Suppose he'd have obeyed the order? That
would've been a neat trick on you if he'd done it."

Ronny shook his head. "If he had started to, I would have recalled the order and
proceeded on to the rendezvous point on my own two feet. He's not field agent material,
Sid. He's too emotional, too sentimental."

Sid Jakes grinned at him. "Ronny, he was trying to save your life."

Ronny looked at him emptily and said, "Under the circumstances, Sid, at that time,
that supposedly wasn't the requirement."

Sid Jakes flicked on his order box and said into it, "Sweetheart, assign former
Probationary Agent Willy de Rudder to some desk job here at headquarters."

The box squawked back and he grinned and said, "All right, all right, but if your
disposition doesn't improve I'll withdraw my proposal of marriage."

He flicked the orderbox off and laughed amusement and said, "What a woman. I'll
wager she drinks vinegar with her meals instead of wine. If she wasn't so indispensible,
Metaxa would have fired her years ago. As it is, you're the only one in the Bureau she
doesn't climb all over."

Chapter Four

The phone screen lit up and Ross Metaxa was there. As usual, he looked rumpled, tired,
and as though he'd had too much to drink, or too little sleep, or both, the night before.
The Commissioner of Section G was in his middle years, sour of expression and
disposition, moist of eye, dark of complexion, as though he was of Mediterranean
extraction.

He said now, "Irene tells me that Ronny is there with you. How did the Neu Reich



assignment come off?"

Sid Jakes chuckled. "You know Ronny. Never fails. But we had to scratch that
probationary agent we sent with him."

"All right. Don't bother me with the details. Both of you come to my office. I've got
another job for Ronny."

Sid said, "He's recuperating from a wound."
"Can he walk?'

"Sure. As Irene told you, he's here in my office."
"Then come on over." The weary face faded.

Sid Jakes shook his head. "The Old Man's a goddamned slave driver. Maybe we can
talk him out of it." He came to his feet and led the way.

Ronny sighed and followed. Damn little chance there was of ever changing Ross
Metaxa's mind about anything.

They went down the hall to a door inconspicuously lettered Ross Metaxa,
Commissioner, Section G. Ronny wondered all over again at the lack of ostentation in all
pertaining to this man, who was possibly the single most powerful figure in United
Planets, all unbeknownst to the billions of persons who counted themselves citizens of
the loose confederation.

Sid Jakes knocked briefly and pushed on through followed by his top agent, without
waiting for response.

Metaxa was behind the desk. On their appearance, he opened a drawer and brought
forth a squat dark bottle and a glass. "Drink?" he said, pouring a heavy shot.

"At this time of day? And that?" Sid Jakes snorted. "I'm much too young."

Ronny made with an exaggerated wince. "Denebian tequila," he said. "I wonder
what the hell they make it out of."

Metaxa knocked the water-colored guzzle back over his tonsils with the stiff wrist of
the practiced drinker.

He said, "Sit down. How bad's your wound, Ronny?"

"Not too bad. I'll be taking the bandage off in a couple of days. However, I was
looking forward to a vacation."

"It'll have to wait. But this assignment will be the next thing to a vacation."
Sid Jakes chuckled, "I'll bet."

Ronny said in resignation, "What's it all about?" The newcomers had taken seats.



But at that moment came another knock on the door and Ross Metaxa pressed a
button beneath his foot to activate it.

There entered possibly the largest man Ronny Bronston could ever remember
having seen. His size was considerably muted, however, by his ultra-conservative dress,
the anachronistic pince-nez glasses he wore, and his air of the scholar. It was Doctor
Dorn M. Horsten. All three knew him, though he and Ronny hadn't been in contact since
the noted research algae specialist had been recruited into Section G.

Ronny and Sid Jakes came to their feet and shook hands and exchanged the usual
amenities.

Metaxa growled, "Sit down, everybody." He looked at the big man. "You're the least
likely seeming agent in the section. I understand that Lee Chang Chu recruited you into
her Special Talents class, as she calls it. ESPers, midgets, pickpockets and everything
else off-beat. What's your special talent?"

Doctor Horsten was a very nice, very soft-spoken man. He said, "I suppose that the
best thing would be for me to demonstrate."

He brought forth from its shoulder rig his H-gun. In his hands the large weapon was
dwarfed. He took the barrel and twisted it into the shape of a pretzel.

The Section G Commissioner bug-eyed him. "You can't do that!" he said indignantly.

Dorn Horsten said mildly, "Yes, I can. The standard prejudice that double-domes, as
the expression goes, don't have muscles fails to stand up on my home world of
Brobingnag, Commissioner. You see, we have a 1.4 G planet. On top of that, the original
colonists, from Scandinavia, were, ah, nature boys, I believe is the usual term of
disapprobation. At any rate, I would wager than Brobdingnag produces the strongest
citizens in United Planets. Besides that, since boyhood I've made a hobby of weight
lifting and, ah, doing such things as tying knots in one-inch mild steel bars."

"Wizard," Metaxa sighed. "Happily, you won't be needing your special talent on the
brainworld. This assignment is purely routine."

"Brainworld?" Ronny said.
"Einstein," Metaxa said, looking over at him. "Ever heard of it?"
"I don't believe so. Wasn't Einstein a prominent physicist of the 20th Century?"

"I've heard of it vaguely," Dorn Horsten said. "I met one of their scientists, a brilliant
chap, at a conference on the phylum Thallophyta on the planet Firenze some time ago."

Metaxa nodded. "He'd be brilliant all right, if he came from Einstein."
"Member of the United Planets?" Ronny said.

His superior shook his head. "No. That's why we're here. They just applied for
membership."



He took up his bottle of tequila and poured himself another slug and gestured with
the bottle in way of offering to Horsten.

Doctor Horsten shook his head. "I've heard about your tequila," he said mildly.

Metaxa knocked the drink back and said, "Let me give you some background. When
Einstein was first colonized, some time ago, there was one big basic requirement
demanded of the colonists. Aside from good physical health, they had to have an 1.Q. of
at least 130."

"What's .Q.?" Ronny said..

"An early method of measuring your intelligence," Sid Jakes told him. "That's a neat
trick. Populating your world with double-domes, as Dorn calls them.."

Metaxa said, "Briefly, this is how it works. It was the French psychologist Alfred
Binet who created, in 1904, the first systematic intelligence tests. Quite a few variations
came along later. Here's the general idea."

He picked up a paper from his desk and began to read.

"Intelligence tests consist in general of a heterogeneous series of questions to be
answered, problems to be solved, and tasks to be fulfilled, all of varying degrees of
difficulty, which the individual is given to complete within a specified time. The
questions and other parts of the test mean nothing in themselves, and so-called
standardization of the test is essential before any conclusions as to intelligence can be
drawn. Standardization of a test consists in its administration to as many individuals as
possible of various ages. From the results thus obtained it is possible to determine the
average number of questions answered, problems solved, and tasks completed of
individuals of certain ages. For example, of 100 questions, the average answered
correctly by a child of 7 might be 10; by a child of nine, 15; by a child of 12, 30; and so on.
If then a child of nine answers thirty questions correctly, he is classed with the children
of 12 and his mental age is said to be 12. The so-called Intelligence Quotient is a
comparison between this mental age and his real or chronological age, in this case 9. It is
computed by dividing the mental age, 12 by the chronological age (9) and multiplying
the result by 100 to eliminate the decimal point. In this case the 1.Q. comes to 133, which
is relatively high. As the child grows, the mental age and the chronological age generally
increase at a relatively equal pace so that the I.Q. varies to only a small extent."

Metaxa looked up. "Most of the 1.Q. tests used one hundred as the average, and it
was found that the overwhelming majority of persons fell between 90 and 110.
Comparatively few were below that, comparatively few above. 100 to 110 was
considered to be Above Average; 110 to 120 was considered Very Intelligent; 120 to 130
was considered Superior; 130 to 140 was considered Very Superior; and above 140 was
considered Gifted. Some of the tests considered above 160 to be Genius."

Dorn Horsten demured mildly. "That's a somewhat elastic term," he said. "We
shouldn't confuse genius with high 1.Q. It is usually, though not always, that a genius is
very intelligent, but more is needed than that. A subtle something thus far never
defined. In fact, the spark of genius can sometimes, especially in the arts, be found in



persons of quite mediocre 1.Q. It is debatable, for instance, that Edison had an
exceptional 1.Q. Fairly high, most likely, but not exceptional. When he got out of his own
field and commented upon such matters as politics and economics, he seemed a
veritable idiot."

Sid Jakes said, "An indication of rating is to be found in the fact that the United
States military at the time of the Second World War demanded an 1.Q. of at least 110 for
entry into OCS, the officer's training school." He chuckled. "Another indication is that at
one time the U.S. Army decided that no man could hold sergeant's rank unless he had an
L.Q. of at least 90. So they gave all the sergeants an [.Q. test and so many of them failed to
make 90 that they had to give up the requirement. They wouldn't have had any
sergeants left."

"All right, all right," Metaxa said impatiently. "But to get back to the point. Since
being first colonized with Earthlings with Very Superior 1.Q.s, or more, Einstein has
evidently made a policy of upgrading their average intelligence."

Sid Jakes whistled softly through his teeth. "That's a neat trick. After all this time,
what have they come up with?"

Metaxa looked over at him. "We don't know. Practically nothing is known about the
world. They have never encouraged visitors from elsewhere, and certainly not United
Planets."

Ronny was frowning. "But earlier you said that they've applied for membership."

"Yes, and that's what we're wondering about. Why? For a long time, since Einstein
was first colonized, they've held themselves aloof. Absolutely haughty. A
too-good-for-us sort of attitude. The only communication they usually have is with the
most technologically advanced planets, such as Avalon. From time to time they'll send
delegations to such worlds and swap scientific knowledge, and technological
know-how. Usually, from what our records show, they have more to give than to
receive, but from time to time they pick up something that they, themselves, have thus
far not hit upon."

Dorn Horsten said slowly, "It would seem to me that the acquisition of such a world
as Einstein would fit in with the basic purpose of Section G. That is, to upgrade the
human race, scientifically, technologically, so that when and if we come up against alien
intelligent life we'll be most suited to deal with it, on either friendly or other basis."

"That is what we are hoping for," Metaxa said. "But we still wonder at their
motivation, at this late date. What if we bring them into our confederation, a world that
is intellectually superior to such an extent that they might be able to take over, lock,
stock and barrel, our institutions?" He shrugged and let his moist eyes go from Horsten
to Ronny Bronston. "At any rate, that's your assignment. To go to Einstein and
thoroughly case the planet."

Ronny said, "What's our cover?'

"You have none. You don't need any. You are preliminary representatives sent by



the Commissariat of Interplanetary Affairs to investigate the workings of a world that
has applied for membership. Nothing could be more reasonable. Later, after your
report, if they are found acceptable, then, undoubtedly, a delegation from United
Planets, probably including the President himself, will come to welcome them to
membership."

He wrapped it up. "You play it straight. You should have no difficulty whatsoever.
As | said earlier, it should be like a vacation."

Ronny's face held puzzlement. "It doesn't sound like my type of assignment. Why
me? And why Dorn, for that matter? We're both trouble shooters, hatchet men, as
someone unkindly put it once."

Metaxa sighed and eyed his bottle for a moment, but then shook his head and
picked it up and returned it reluctantly to the drawer. He said, "Because we put it on the
computers and out of all the thousands of Probationary Agents, First Grade Agents,
Supervisor Agents, and all others, Doctor Horsten had the highest intelligence rating and
you had second highest. Your experience, of course, is greater than Horsten's, so the two
of you go to this damned brain world."

Ronny Bronston was flabbergasted. He had never thought of himself as having more
than average intelligence.

Metaxa said sourly, "But, even so, don't play any battle chess with them. We can't
afford to show ourselves up."

Doctor Horsten said mildly, "They don't play battle chess. The chap I met on Firenze
introduced me to their planetary intellectual game. I couldn't make heads nor tails of the
rules and gave up. It was too advanced for me. Evidently, on Einstein, even the children

play it."

Sid Jakes, characteristically, was chuckling. He said to Metaxa, "When they put into
the computers the request for who had the highest intelligence in Section G, Chief, how
did you rate?"

The Commissioner glared at him. "Shut up, you laughing hyena," he growled. "You
don't need brains to get places in Section G. You're the classic example."

"I resemble that remark," Sid Jakes said with mock dignity.

Metaxa said to Ronny and Dorn Horsten, "There it is. The sooner you get going, the
better. The Director of the Commissariat isn't too happy about this. I had to talk him into
it. To him, it smacks of insincerity on our part. We should welcome them with open
arms to our confederation of planets."

Dorn Horsten had been straightening out the barrel of his Section G H-gun.

Sid Jakes laughed and said, "Forget about it. We'll issue you another one. You'd
never be able to hit a building with that shooter, after what you did to the barrel."

"I hate guns," Horsten said.



Metaxa said, "That reminds me. You two will take your communicators but not your
H-guns, nor any other Section G equipment, no matter how hideable. They'd probably
have metal detectors and so forth at the spaceport and it would look suspicious for you
to arrive on your type of mission armed. Einstein is said to be one of the richest, one of
the most scientifically advanced, planets settled by man. They undoubtedly have all
sorts of ways to detect anything off-beat about you two."

"Got it," Ronny said, coming to his feet. "How do we get there? Do we have a Space
Forces craft assigned to us?"

His superior shook his head. "No. You play it very unostentatiously. You travel by
commercial carrier. First class, but not in one of the most expensive staterooms. On
Einstein, if you are not offered accommodations by the authorities, you stay in a good
hotel, but not a deluxe one. You play everything very earnest, very sincere."

Chapter Five

They had a several-day wait before getting a spacecraft going through to Einstein, and
spent it getting their stories straight. They were both to be from the Commissariat of
Interplanetary Affairs, but not from the Bureau of Investigation and certainly not from
Section G. Irene Kasansky had new papers done up for them. Metaza had the Director of
the Commissariat write letters of introduction. Dorn Horsten's wardrobe was already
properly conservative for a plenipotentiary but Ronny Bronston ordered a complete
new outfit.

They were even interviewed by a newsman.

Sid Jakes made arrangements for them to be assigned an office in the main section of
the Commissariat so that the reporter wouldn't smell a rat. There must be no indication
that Section G was in any manner connected with the mission.

Properly seated and with a drink on the small table next to his chair, the reporter
said, "I'm Nick Pond. Now, let's see. You're Doctor Dorn M. Horsten, eminent biologist,
originally from the member planet Brobdingnag."

"That is correct," Dorn nodded politely.

The reporter turned to Ronny. "And you are Citizen Ronald Bronston, born here on
Earth, and formerly employed by Population Statistics in New Copenhagen, but now a
diplomat for the Commissariat of Interplanetary Affairs."

Ronny pursed his lips judiously. "Diplomat is possibily not quite the word, Citizen
Pond. Doctor Horsten and I are merely an advance party going to Einstein to make the
preliminary arrangements for that world to join the United Planets."

"What preliminary arrangements? I've never heard of such a mission before."
y



Ronny nodded agreement. "You are quite correct. This is the first time it has ever
been done. You see, although Einstein was one of the very early planets to be colonized
by mankind, we know very little about it. We are to report upon their institutions such
as their government, their socio-economic system, their..."

"Just a minute," Nick Pond said. "Wouldn't that be interfering with their internal
affairs, as prohibited by Articles One and Two of the United Planets Charter?"

"Of course not," Ronny said. "The Charter applies only to members of the United
Planets. Einstein is not as yet a member."

The reporter scowled but looked at Dorn Horsten and said, "I looked up your career
in our news morgue as an algae research specialist. Why would a biologist be sent on an
expedition such as this?"

The doctor pushed his pince-nez glasses back further on the bridge of his nose and
beamed at him. He said, "Einstein is known to be one of the most scientifically oriented
worlds in the known galaxy. Surely, it is appropriate that a scientist be sent in to the
preliminary negotiations. I look forward to making new friends, finding new
colleagues."

Nick Pond frowned and looked off into unseen distances. He muttered, "Something
doesn't ring true about this. It's never been done before."

Ronny stiffened. All this damned newshawk had to do was broadcast his suspicions
and just as sure as the Holy Ultimate made little green apples it would get back to
Einstein, and they'd be on their guard.

He said, "Citizen Pond, could I make some off the record comments?"
The other eyed him. "Wizard."

"All right. It's true that this is a new departure. And it's time for it, too. There are
now 2436 worlds that belong to our confederation. When United Planets was first
conceived of and organized, it was even looser than it is now. We let in anybody
without the slightest investigation whatsoever. And some of them were truly far-out.
However, once in, there was no provision in the United Planets Charter for expelling a
world that was a member, unless it violated Article Two. As a result, we allowed to join
such planets as Stalin, whose socio-economic system was an early and vicious form of
communism. On the other extreme was Phrygia, governed by an ambitious dictator and
militarist. And New Delos, a theocracy, ruled by a supposed immortal God-King, who
ground down the people unmercifully. Happily, the government was overthrown on
Stalin and New Delos too, for that matter, after the God-King was assassinated by his
subjects. And Phrygia was destroyed in a catastrophe still unexplained."

The reporter said, "Your point being that United Planets wishes to be more selective
in the future?"

"Yes. At the time she was destroyed, Phrygia, which was militarily far advanced,
was making plans to dominate first her closer neighbors, then all of United Planets. We
want no more such members in our ranks."



"I see. But why Einstein? I understand, though we have practically nothing on her in
our data banks, she's composed of a citizenry of, ah, stutes, ah, eggheads they called
them in the old days."

"No particular reason for Einstein. You have to start somewhere. As you say, we
know very little about her. That is why Doctor Hofsten and I are going to make a
preliminary investigation."

Ronny smiled wryly. "For all we know, perhaps all of these brains have gone to their
head."

The reporter laughed dutifully and came to his feet. "Well, thanks, gentlemen. And
have a good trip. I'll mention it in passing on my program but won't play it up."

They stood, too, and went through the standard amenities.

Pond smiled and said, "I won't mention the fact that you're really a couple of snoops
for United Planets."

The following day they took the shuttle from Greater Washington to Neuve
Albuquerque and booked passage on the passenger-freighter SF Sheppard.

It was a strictly routine interplanetary journey and both Ronny and Dorn Horsten
had been on a dozen or more spacecraft similar to the Sheppard. Routine was the only
word. Somehow, the faster man travels, the less interesting the trip becomes. If one
walks, one experiences much, sees a good deal. There is less if one rides a horse, or
bicycles. There is still less if one speeds along a road in an automobile, and still less
when the road becomes a super-highway and speed can be doubled. Still less does one
experience in an airliner; aside from take-off and landing, there is precious little to do or
see. But space travel, especially in underspace? Pure boredom.

All passengers —there were only three besides Dorn Horsten and Ronny —ate at the
captain's table.

At the first dinner in space, the skipper fixed his eyes on the two Section G agents.
He was a grumpy old spacehound and should have been beyond retirement age.
However, some of the planets specializing in interplanetary commerce, and often using
over-aged space freighters, sometimes hired these old timers, since they could get them
more cheaply. The aged spacehounds, after a lifetime going about the galaxy, found it
impossible to adjust to surface life, and hung onto any job they could get that would
keep them in interplanetary travel.

He said, "So you're going to Einstein?"

Ronny sensed an opportunity to learn something additional about their destination.
He said, "Why, yes. You've been there before?"

"Often," the captain growled, breaking a roll in disgust. "It's part of our regular run.
Worst liberty set-down in the system. The crew hate it. I don't blame them. Seldom leave



my ship, myself, but spacemen need relaxation between jumps."
Dorn and Ronny both looked at him questioningly.
The doctor said casually, in his mild voice, "What's wrong with Einstein?"
"Nothing."
They still looked at him.

He buttered his roll. The other passengers, three men, all of whom were obviously
in interplanetary commerce, didn't bother to listen. The ennui of space had already set
in.

He said, "And nothing right, either, from a spaceman's viewpoint. There's nothing to
do."

Ronny said, "How do you mean?"

"There's not even a bar at the spaceport. You can't understand theTri-Di. Even if you
could, the kind of shows they run you can't..."

Ronny said, "What do you mean, you can't understand the Tri-Di?"
"They don't speak Basic, or even Amer-English."

"Oh. You mean on none of the programs? I've been on planets, such as Paris, where
they continue to speak an old Earth language called French, or that damned Neu Reich,
where they speak German, but everybody spoke Basic as well, and a good many of the
theatres and Tri-Di and TV shows were in it, usually entertainment they'd imported
from other planets."

"On none of the programs," the captain growled. "The cloddies never import
entertainment from other planets. They make it clear they think it's too juvenile."

Ronny took a sip of wine before saying, still in puzzlement, "But there must be other
types of entertainment in the cities besides those dependent on language —nightclubs,
bars..."

"There are no cities. Even if there were, there wouldn't be any nightclubs or bars.
From what I hear, they don't drink alcohol, or anything else that's supposedly bad for
your health, for that matter. Not even coffee."

Dorn Horsten said, "No cities?"
"They don't like them."
Ronny said in protest, "But you've got to have cities."

"Evidently, they don't think so," the captain said. "I was talking to one of their
customs officials, if that's what you could call him, once, and he explained it to me. He
said that, by the time the colonists arrived on Einstein from Earth, cities were already
what he called an anachronism. The original reasons for being no longer applied.



Originally, they were centers for defense, centers for trade, centers for manufacture,
education, religion. Obviously, the defense reason is out now. In modern warfare, where
you still find it at all, a city is just a sitting duck. And 