



[image: Cover Image]





END AS A HERO


Keith Laumer


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







 


… the worst thing in life … to try to please, and please not.


—Arab proverb


The best thing in the world is to do good by stealth and be found out by accident.


—Harold Lamb




CHAPTER ONE


1


On a world of the star known to medieval astronomer/astrologers as “The Armpit of the Central One,” an event occurred. It was an event of which only one being was aware: one torpid intelligence which had spent most of its long existence in a state of total sensory deprivation. But into the long silence and darkness of its semiconsciousness there now came a shocking intrusion, shattering a vivid dream of times long gone.


The touch was so faint as to seem but a vagary of imagination, a tactile sensation of infinite subtlety, as insubstantial as the idle thoughts which were the entity’s sole remaining activity. And yet, the Gool reasoned solemnly, something had occurred; had it not, one would not now be awake off-schedule, pondering the nature of the event which had intruded on the dream of vanished glories. In its deep pit the gelatinous bulk of the entity stirred, a ripple passing spontaneously through it, settling it even more securely against the confines of its immemorial nest. Involuntarily, it communicated its unrest to the Others of its Kind, each in its pit, linked by a cable of living tissue to the Great One, occupying the Brain Pit, and by a tube—all that remained of the ancestral vertebrate body-plan—to the Eating Trough, where the appendages of the Others jostled for space, each blind “head” sucking in the watery globigerinous ooze that had long ago drained from the bed of the dying sea into the low area of a former Deep.


Even as it fed hungrily, the Gool examined the ghostly touch it had felt for an instant, eidetically reviewing the curious pattern:


“—not sure, but I think it was a contact …”


Its faint residual capacity for curiosity now aroused to sluggish action, the Gool concentrated its awareness on an analysis of this strange new thing. Then it focused its full attention, tracing down every outré characteristic of the alien thought-form.


Abruptly, the Gool experienced the long-forgotten sensation of astonishment: This thing could not be: here was no random vagary of one’s own nerve-mass. Fully intrigued now, it followed up the lead—and quailed at the shock of the brilliant burst of pseudo-light into which it had smashed unsuspecting.


LINK UP, MY MASTERS, the Gool yelled silently to its fellows. Not for many millennia had the entity felt the impulse to communicate. The others, though bewildered, responded at once, reaching out blindly, filtering immensity for some hint of Contact.


2


In the disciplinary tank aboard the Terrestrial Space Arm Ship Tiglath-Pileser, 500 guns, Fleet Admiral Hayle commanding, Spaceman Last Class Freddy Tsaio-Ping awoke from a deep sleep with a yell that brought the deck cop snoozing in a broken chair fifty feet along the way to his feet, shock gun in hand.


“Awright, who’s the wise guy?” he demanded defensively; if old Carbuncle had caught him napping—or even that green half-striper—good-bye retirement. He squinted into the darkness, heard a sound and went toward it.


Freddy Tsaio-Ping was on his feet, clutching the barred door, his head against the bars, sobbing as if heartbroken.


“… enough,” he said brokenly. “You promised. If I was good all day, you wouldn’t …”


“If I didn’t know you got no booze in there, Freddy,” the noncom said almost gently, “I’d say you was on a crying jag. Buck up, boy, whassamare?”


Freddy turned away his tear-streaked face. “Dunno,” he muttered. “Bad dream, I guess.” He shivered, though it was not cold in the D-tank. “I’m okay now,” he said more firmly, then abruptly sobbed. “Need me some light in here, Sarge,” he said. “In the dark it’s no good.”


“See what I can do, Fred. Now you just take it easy; no more yelling and carrying on.” The NCO walked away, and in the dark cell Freddy Tsaio-Ping fought down the recurrent sobs.


3


WHAT IMPUDENCE IS THIS—A TRICK TO USURP MY PLACE? LINK WELL, MY MASTERS! the Great One boomed silently to its bewildered subordinates, its handful of fellow survivors of the days of Gool greatness.


Thoroughly intrigued now, feeding forgotten, the entities examined the new thing that had come so unexpectedly to shatter the immemorial routine of their static lives. Long had it been since the concept of a non-Gool life-form had been forgotten. Their universe thus transformed, they at once launched all their combined probe capacity along the fragile pathway of Contact, to explore and examine wonder on wonder. Tentatively, they poked and meddled at random, observing the results. Slowly the nature of what they had stumbled upon became more clear to the naive Gool, and with the swiftness of ancient instinct triggered, they/it evoked a plan—and at once implemented it, and dismissed the matter to return to the chore of feeding.


4


On the Staff Duty desk aboard TSA Belshazzar, the new Colossus-class Survey vessel on a routine trans-Plutonian sweep of Home Sector, Duty NCOIC Spaceman First Class Lou Hybrams stretched and yawned noisily, both bored with the uneventful night-duty hours, and alert for the peremptory blast of the Incoming-Classified squawker. Be just his luck to catch a new exercise while the SDO was off to chow … Suddenly his slack expression changed to one of astonishment. He made an abortive move toward the Panic button, but checked and looked down, frowning at his trembling right hand.


“You goin’ in business fer yerself, or what?” he muttered half aloud. Then, as if suddenly remembering a duty undone, he rose briskly from the chair on which he had been perched and went across to the Security Blue panel and with an almost defiant air, grasped the seal and broke it away. Lifting the panel door, he looked in wonderment at the array of emergency switches—by sacred TSA Regulation Number One, never seen since they were installed in the command subassembly at Scapa Flow, by any other than the admiral commanding. Cautiously, wanting to fight the impulse, but somehow carried away by a mood of defiance, he reached out and slammed down the big knife in the center of the array, and in the instantaneous darkness and silence, heard himself scream for just a moment before the deck smashed him into unconsciousness.


5


In his second-floor office at the Psychodynamics Institute, Peter Granthan shook his head.


“Sorry, Reed. Even if your theory is correct—which I doubt, as I’ve told you in perfect candor—I still don’t think I’m the man for the job.”


“Peter, you’re the best we’ve got,” the elderly chief of section countered. “You’re the only man under thirty who ever took an honors degree in psychodynamics—to say nothing of your brilliant dissertation on precisely the techniques involved here. You, Peter, are already, at your age, regarded with a sort of awe by your colleagues. The concept of the Personality Fraction in itself—”


“You do me too much honor, Reed,” Granthan said easily. “If my contributions are to be of any value, others must be able to use them as effectively as I. No doubt there are plenty of bright young fellows who’d leap at the chance to save the world in full view of the cameras.”


“Peter—I’ve counted on you. From the beginning I’ve assumed—”


“Too much, Reed,” Granthan said gently. “I’m not actually thoroughly convinced that the alleged peril exists. After all, what have we got? A number of rather hysterical reports from fleet units in Deep Space of a crew member running amok, wrecking his ship, or trying to, and afterwards babbling hysterically of the ghoul, G-O-O-L, as the media prefer to spell it.”


“There’s a good deal more to it than that, Peter, as you well know,” Reed said sternly. “We have a highly objective report by David Blake of Princeton, who shipped out as ship’s psychologist aboard Belshazzar last year. He’s a sound man. He reported an abortive contact attempt which he personally experienced. I’m sure you recall it: fascinating reading.”


“But still only reading,” Granthan said in a patient tone. “Got Dave plenty of publicity, too, as I recall: ‘Prominent Shrink Repels Mind Attack.’ Helped circulation, no doubt.”


“Have you talked to David, Peter?” Reed inquired intently.


Granthan nodded. “Poor fellow was quite upset: ‘A ton of liver at the bottom of a dark well,’ was one of his more lucid phrases. Good thing the media didn’t get hold of that one. But what they did get was plenty: ‘Mental Invasion by Space Monsters.’ And now you propose that this Institute join in the circus. You surprise me, Dr. Bates.” Granthan frowned. “Psycho-dynamics itself is not yet so firmly established as a legitimate discipline as to be invulnerable to ridicule. A fiasco at this point could wipe out most of what’s been accomplished here in the past twenty years.”


“There will be no fiasco, Peter,” Reed said solemnly. “I’m quite ready to stake my reputation and my professional career on that.”


“Your career and my neck,” Granthan murmured, then immediately apologized: “Theory is a fine thing, Reed, but we need another twenty years of intensive research before we’ll be ready to march out with banners blaring and trumpets flying, to rescue the planet.” He leaned back, as one who has concluded a conversation. “‘And there’s an end on’t’ as Dr. Johnson would say, and often did,” he added.


“Peter, forget the banners and bugles. General Titus is as anxious as you to avoid publicity.”


“I don’t understand how you ever got that old devil to sit still long enough to refuse to listen,” Granthan said. “You’re a persuasive fellow, Reed: ‘General, I just want to send one of my boys along to watch how you carry out your orders to get to the bottom of this Mind Invasion business, and if you flunk out, he’ll step in and use his butterfly net to round up the enemy. Okay?’ Something like that, Reed?”


“I wasn’t quite so facetious as that,” Reed Bates replied with a faint smile. “I pointed out that in the event that it appeared there was some factual basis for all the hysteria, it wouldn’t hurt to have on board a specialist in such matters—matters that a practical spaceman could not be expected to have studied at the Academy.”


“I’ll bet he loved that, Reed,” Granthan said, smiling.


“In any event, he agreed,” the older man said with finality. “Subject to your full security clearance, of course.” Reed got to his feet, nodded curtly.


“Since you decline, Peter, I shall undertake to make other arrangements, though I confess I’m disappointed. Bitterly disappointed.” His voice quavered momentarily on the last words.


“I’ve got the feeling,” Granthan said almost accusingly, “that if I don’t take on this harebrained stunt, you will.” He rose. “All right, you old blackmailer, I volunteer. Which way do I go?”
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“I make no secret of it,” the stocky, blunt-featured man with the eagle on his starched collar said grumpily. “I consider this entire affair to be sensational nonsense dreamed up and kept alive by unprincipled journalists. However, I have not been called upon to make a decision regarding the advisability of involving the fleet in a publicity campaign. You have survived a National Agency Check: my job is to determine the security risk represented by a stranger who is proposed as supercargo aboard a ship of the line. I have done so.” After an ominous pause, the colonel thrust out his hand. “Congratulations, Professor Granthan—you managed to keep your signature off every one of the five hundred and seventy-three treasonous declarations on my list.”


Granthan pressed the hard-callused hand briskly and dropped it. “It’s nice to know someone is keeping track of the sophomoric activities of my youth, Colonel Kayle. Or is it?”


7


In the Brain Pit, the Great One, who combined in its person all that remained of the rank and power that had once ruled an empire among the stars, noticing the continued activity of his slaves, stirred himself, feeling, though dimly, the need for some affirmative action. Summoning all of its once-mighty powers, it scanned the shrunken exocosm, perceiving the new pattern impinging on the old, the traditional one so long-established, noting points of Contact here and here, and grasping at once the shape of the needed counteraction. Swiftly, it commanded the total attention of its pitifully few remaining subjects, the sadly degenerate relicts of lesser lords, ordering them to discontinue their fumbling efforts at once, lest they alarm without neutralizing this disturbing new force invading Gool reality. NOW, he imposed the absolute upon them, they must make use of their eons-old wisdom, born of long experience as commanders of worlds and of irresistible battle fleets in the Great Years of their almost-forgotten youth.


NO MORE AIMLESS BLUNDERING, BUT WITH PRECISION, the Great One ordered. A PRESSURE HERE, A BLOW STRUCK YONDER, THE MEREST TOUCH THERE: it communicated to their minds a pattern at a level infinitely more subtle than the verbal. Their responses, though sluggish by comparison with their full powers, came within a fraction of a microsecond:


AND THIS NEXUS, ONLY DEVELOPING.


HERE IS THE DANGER. AND HERE.


A SUBTLE STROKE AT THIS INTERSECTION OF VECTORS. AND HERE I PERCEIVE A PLANE OF WEAKNESS …


The Great One integrated their contributions and at once computed the resultant course of action. To each underling it assigned a task, and without pause they turned to their duties.
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In a bright-lit office high in an old building of ugly red stone, Peter Granthan shook his head, frowning. His expression was like that of a man coming suddenly on a vista of unexplored valleys and of distant peaks.


“I’m not sure,” he said, half to himself. “But something happened. Something new, not like those gassy structures last year. This time it’s no accidental configuration—if I got what I think I got.”


Dr. Reed Bates, seated across the desk from Granthan, nodded eagerly. “Anything we could record, perhaps with the new compound array?” he inquired in a hopeful tone. Granthan started, as if surprised to discover that he was not alone. He shook his head.


“I’m afraid not, Reed,” he said in a tired voice. “There’s nothing … substantive; just whatever it was that happened under my haircut. Nothing to show the press—or even hint about at the next booze-and-campus-politics brawl.”


“You’re tired, Peter; and that is hardly the proper terminology to employ with reference to the cocktail reception to which the director has been so gracious as to invite the staff this evening.”


Granthan groaned. “This evening, Reed? My God, I need two weeks’ sleep before I’ll have the energy to go to bed.” He shuddered rather violently. “No more bad dreams,” he stated firmly. “I’ve been getting into Fifth Level,” he explained to his colleague. “Tonight I’m going to split off another personality fraction to keep me out of there. Reed, did you ever fall down a chimney upside down, and get jammed there with your head between your knees?” He tried a casual chuckle which emerged as an uncertain groan.


“Peter, you mustn’t become too closely involved personally with this problem,” Bates said sternly. “Instead of these lonely vigils, why not think about my proposal—if General Titus hasn’t managed to pull enough strings to get it canceled. He doesn’t have much time left to work. Belshazzar announced for departure on Sunday next.”


“That’s a notable non sequitur, Doctor,” Granthan commented. “Do we have any basis for the assumption that a man in Deep Space is more vulnerable—or more likely to be attacked—than anyone else?”


Bates looked grave. “General Titus unbent so far as to show me a document prepared by his personal staff, suggestions that the recorded ‘contacts’ so far fall into a pattern which is not in conflict with the ATTAC II theoretical ‘worst case’ forecast.”


For the first time Granthan showed interest. “Ye gods,” he said. “No wonder Old Tight-ass decided to go along. That’s the program that assumes a ‘total war’ initiation by an intelligence of magnitude eight, right?”


Bates nodded bleakly. “Of course, the existence of such a fantastically potent compound mind is itself a highly theoretic concept—but the congruency of the staff analysis with the phase one forecast is far from encouraging. Peter, we’re in trouble. If this is what it appears to be, the human race is about to lose its patent on the universe.”


Granthan nodded. “Come to think of it, I’ve always wanted to find out firsthand if all the stories about how bad life is aboard a ship of the line are true.”


Bates smiled and extended his hand. “Fine business, Peter. I’ll notify the colonel at once.”


9


“Damned nonsense,” the lean, white-mustached man with the six stars on his stiffly starched shirt collar said. He cleared his throat, spat in a metal wastebasket beside his desk and repeated the remark:


“Damned nonsense.”


The three newsmen clustered rather nervously before him put their heads together briefly, while standing with pencils ostentatiously poised.


“May I quote that, General?” the red-haired one asked in a nervous voice.


“Boy, do you imagine that I made myself available to you fellows so that I could sit here and say things I wanted kept secret?” the general barked. “And don’t be so damned careful when you speak to me. Do like I do: speak your mind. You’re not in uniform, so I can’t have you shot, you know.” General Titus abruptly shoved back his chair and rose, turned and went to the window, tilted the light-control lever and glared out at the immense TSA base spread below.


“He’s the only man in the world who can ‘stride’ three feet,” the plump reporter whispered to his colleagues.


“And the old son of a bitch has hearing like a bat,” the general said, without turning. “Look down there: all that, a ten-billion-dollar complex dithering like an old maid’s tea party because Harlowe Goober wants to sell a few million newspapers. Damned outrage.” He turned and resumed his chair.
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