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Chapter 1


The Lunar City


[image: ]


Joe smiled at the poster at the entrance to United Press International in New York. He wiped the sweat from his brow and hurried to his desk. There he picked up pieces of writing and tossed them into a wastebasket muttering: “Ha! My report doesn’t conform to UPI’s policy, they said, this …”.


Still searching for an apt expletive, he was called to the manager.


“Hello, boss!” he greeted him as he entered the executive office. “What’s up?”


“Did you do the report on China?”


“Yes, sir. I was south of Beijing. Millions were fleeing the coast from the typhoon. The sea flooded fertile soil. It was hotter than ours today.”


The chief didn’t look at him and continued reading a news item. He just said, “Good, then you’re the man for the job.”


“Okay, sir. I can report on similar events from our east coast. Thousands of houses with land have been swallowed up by the ocean. Their owners have nothing left. Well, debts are left for the land that disappeared. Chief, believe me, a report on this will be a big hit.”


Briefly, the editorial director looked up, “No, no, you don’t understand. You’re the China man for us. You fly to the moon from China.” Immediately he became engrossed in the news story again, shaking his head incessantly.


Just for a moment Joe was at a loss for words, then he blurted out, “You can’t be serious, sir! The moon is not for me. Look at me, I’m not Neil Armstrong. But what do you think about reporting on the proposal to move part of Manhattan into the East River before that part of the city disappears completely into the sea?”


The boss looked up in amazement, “No, you’re not listening to me, I said in plain English, you’re going to the moon with the Chinese.”


“Boss, don’t do this to me! Eating soups from cookshops again! Whoa! The only side dish they offer is chopsticks.”


Joe noticed that the boss’s face had reddened. The chief was now yelling at him:


“Your miserable hack, you’re turning down the job? Okay, you know that means you’ve quit without notice. And I’m telling you, I accept your resignation. Now get out! And before you disappear from here forever, remove that poster at the entrance!”


“Hold it, boss, wait! I didn’t say ‘no’.” To keep the job, he added, “Please tell me what is to track up there.”


The boss thought: Where am I going to get a replacement? Who would volunteer to go to the moon?


Then he asked mockingly, “I guess you changed your mind?” He pushed aside the message on his desk, looked at him sympathetically, and said, “Okay, then listen to me. To our chagrin, the Chinese have been building a plant on the moon since 2019, and we don’t know what they plan to do with it.”


He leaned back in his executive chair. Pointing a finger at the news, he said, “Now, after 35 years, they want to reveal their secret. They’re inviting the world press to see their building. I didn’t want to believe it at first.” He shook his head. “There’s something behind this! Find out the sinister intentions of the Chinese! If you succeed, you’ll be a national hero.”


The resignation was withdrawn, and Joe had the opportunity to become a star. He liked that.


“Boss, I’ll uncover what the secret-keepers are up to. I promise!”


“Okay, leave the poster on the door. This is a hard place to work. If you don’t spurt, you’re out.”


Weeks later, Joe moaned to himself. I wish I had turned down the job! I’d be enjoying a juicy steak in a restaurant right now. Instead, I’m on this damn ferry to the moon with a hole in my stomach. Holy Shit!


He grinned and continued thinking, There’s nothing holy left in my guts. All the food has gone good-bye. Not a bite has gone in since I left Earth. And my stomach growls with hunger.


He hit on an idea. I must talk in order not to think about food all the time. That way I get on the nerves of my colleagues. Oh, so what?


He turned to them, “Tell me, guys, why do the Chinese invite us?”


One reporter of the International Press yawned, “Have you forgotten how to read, man?”


Another replied out of boredom, “Why don’t you read the invitation?”


A third slurred sleepily, “For sightseeing, of their moon town.”


“Ha, don’t think the Chinese are all about showing us their lair! They’ve been avoiding us, the representatives of the free press, since time immemorial. No, friends! The truth is, we are to be stooges for their guileful scheme. We, the neutral journalists, are supposed to serve them as trustworthy witnesses. They want us to portray to the world their allegedly fair doings.”


No one addressed his suspicions. His stomach growled, so he kept talking, “Pay attention, people! For a long time, they’ve been building this bunker they call Moon Town. They’re building it on the far side of the moon! You wonder why? I tell you: Because we can’t observe their goings-on there. Believe me, they are up to no good with their secret construction. So, keep your eyes open!”


“You Americans are always scared shitless,” the French journalist remarked.


“What are you saying, smart guy? I ask you, why did we get the invitation from the War Department? If you don’t know, I’ll tell you: because they are planning an attack against us from the moon.”


“That’s conceivable!” the Polish reporter agreed. “Just imagine it,” he turned to his colleagues. “The Chinese are attacking the United States from here.”


Joe was glad a conversation came up, and argued, “Missiles from the moon can undermine our defensive shield.”


The Polish editor let his imagination run wild: “Of course, the Americans notice that the Chinese are bearing this idea and strike beforehand. They destroy the centers of industry in China. Millions of people are killed. The whole world suffers the consequences of China’s idea to attack from the moon.”


“Not the Chinese, who are planning the attack today from their lunar station,” Joe added and requested, “Friends, realize! They are using the bunker as an attack base. And they are lulling themselves into safety far from Earth.”


No journalist wanted to speculate further about Chinese war plans. But he felt the restlessness of stomach and intestines. To calm the bowels, he approached a fellow passenger who was not Chinese and, according to his name tag, was even American. He was athletically built, dark blond, and wore a yellow sweater under his blazer and not a white shirt like everybody else.


“Tim, I mean you, Mr. Turner, why are you working for the Chinese and thus against the free world?”


“And where do you work?” growled the person addressed. “You also operate where you are offered work.”


“But you support the Chinese to wage a war against us,” he pressed Tim Turner. “We, on the other hand, we expose what wrong is happening on Earth or on the moon.”


Tim Turner glared angrily at the well-heeled Joe. His voice grew sharper with each sentence he said: “If anyone knows about such bases, it’s me. No one can live permanently on the moon without my equipment. I know every nook and cranny in the moon city. There are no attack bases there!”


“And why aren’t you working for us?”


“I do not work for or against a country like you, mister. My plants convert exhaust gases into breathable air. Nobody in the world showed interest in it except the Chinese. They offered me to test the invention on the moon. You would have jumped at that, wouldn’t you?”


Joe could no longer respond to this. The ferry’s braking pressure was suddenly so strong that he could hardly breathe.


Fuck them! They’ll kill me before I expose their misdeeds! That’s what he wanted to proclaim loudly. But he couldn’t breathe or speak. His heart was pounding, and he felt like heavy iron bands were squeezing his chest. Sweat broke out on him.


We are crashing! the French reporter also tried to shout. He wanted to tell his colleagues what he saw on the screen and what frightened him. But the pressure on his chest prevented him from speaking, too.


His eyes were glued to the monitor, on which he recognized a huge tangle of mountain ranges. The shuttle was coming closer and closer to this crater sea in a nosedive.


“Close your eyes. Don’t look,” an inner voice told him. But something forced him to look.


He thought I don’t want to die. I can’t breathe. I’m suffocating.


Compulsively, the Polish journalist also stared at the monitor and saw the lunar landscape rapidly approaching him. Soundlessly, he prayed an Our Father. He forced himself to think in order not to go crazy:


The cursed moon! Why am I here? Nothing soft. Everything is hard. Look at the ridges! They’re sharp like knives. In a moment they will slash you.


He folded his hands: Oh, Saint Stanislaus, help! This strange world wants to kill me. Please, please help!


All journalists saw it now: they were falling inexorably towards a sea of craters. The attempt to prevent the fall by braking was ineffective. They were breathing heavily. Mortal fear crept into their heads.


They tried to displace the fear by shouting, but none of them could shout.


They tried to stand up to give room to their despair. But they were irresistibly pressed down on their seats.


Their souls resisted acknowledging the situation. Their insides refused to accept death without a fight. Images from their lives flashed through their minds. Love, happiness, joy. It could not be the end!


The French reporter felt that the pressure had eased somewhat. However, this did not lessen his anxiety, but allowed him to turn on his recording device.


The pilot managed to steer the ferry through a ravine, he surmised. That doesn’t change anything. Just one more moment and it will crash with me.”


In the pale light, he made out towering slopes that the ferry was racing past.


There, a crater side stepped back. He was looking at a plateau. Rays of sunlight fell on the surface. Funnels were there, large, and small. Boulders lay scattered about. Nothing living showed itself to him.


“The moon won’t have us,” he spoke into his recorder now.


“Even the sun is in league with her. Oh, the glaring brightness hurts. The shadows are sharply drawn. They come from a world that brings death.”


Then the ferry plunged into total darkness.


“It’s about to pop. This is the end,” he said.


He felt a powerful jolt.


Then eerie silence.


“Welcome to Aitken Town!” he heard a voice.


He took a deep breath. The pressure that frightened him was abruptly gone. He felt as if he had been reborn, as if the moon were trying to apologize for the fear, he had suffered by lessening his body weight. For he moved lightly.


The passengers entered an elevator. Soon it stopped again. The journalists were asked to leave the elevator. The others continued down. Not so Tim Turner.


I’ll make that Yankee a slug, it was still boiling inside him. To associate me by name with war preparations against my country. He’ll have to take that back.


The journalists and Tim entered a room.


“Where’s the buffet to welcome us?” hungry Joe asked aloud.


Full of expectation, he saw workers coming. But they offered no appetizers. Rather, they were pushing him and everyone else aside and laying cables. The press people had the impression that they were unwelcome. Then, instead of buffets, cameras wheeled in. More people came into the room. It was clear to the journalists: they are using us for their propaganda.


In the throng, the Frenchman recognized a reporter from Chinese television. “Isn’t that the pretty woman who does the science programs?” he shouted, and right after that. “Her name is Xu Lu-ni.”


“For once you’re right,” Joe agreed with him. “She is attractive. She could have had a career in America, too. Keep your hands off her, mon ami. Let the beauty distract us. Ha! We won’t fall for that!”


A television documentary? That would make me uncomfortable, Tim thought. The Yankee can make a story out of it, like I was planted to monitor the press. I’ve made a mistake and I should leave as soon as possible.


He looked for an exit. I can’t get out unnoticed, he thought.


He caught sight of the TV reporter. Seeing her changed his mind. He stayed and shooed away the misgivings. I like her broadcasts. Now I can even see her up close.


At a sign from her, all conversation fell silent.


“Dear friends!” she launched into. “Today I invite you and my international colleagues to a tour of Aitken-Town. This is the first moon city. It is not built on the moon, but within it.”


She turned to an interlocutor:


“Dr. Mi, you are a construction expert. Why could a settlement for humans be built here?”


“The rock is similar to that of Earth. However, there is one major difference,” he reported. “The moon no longer has a molten interior as Earth has it. The moon has been cooling for a billion years. It doesn’t get warmer and warmer the deeper we drill into it. That’s why we were able to build this city, which already has a million inhabitants.”


“Climate refugees?” the reporter asked.


Dr. Mi nodded. “We are in its uppermost part, far from the lunar surface. Here we are protected from the dangerous rays of the sun. All the following levels are each deeper than the previous one,” Mi explained. “Up to number 10, they are used for living. From a depth of 5,300 meters, we produce what we need.”


Joe marveled, I thought you had to pull every piece of information out of their noses. All the better for me to reveal their true intentions.


Joe noted, “Deep below the surface they are working in levels as large as a city neighborhood. From there they plan to attack Earth.”


“Almost everything we need we manufacture ourselves,” Mi explained, “The necessary raw materials are here in abundance.”


With those words, he led the group to an exit. They saw brightly lit streets, like those seen in any big city at night. A bustle of activity was going on in front of the stores. Joe spied on a restaurant he would have liked to visit. Mi headed for an elevator, however, and Joe followed. His stomach was sympathetic to this, as it involved documents for the Chinese’s skullduggery.
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